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	1. The Girl Left Alone

**A/N: Hello! The 'Hiccup-runs-away' premise has been done to death, I know, but I had this idea and I think it's a little different from the usual. The title, _Devil _comes from HTTYD1, where Stoick calls Toothless 'devil' right before they set sail for Helheim's gate. Definitely a PG kind of insult, but it got me thinking: What if Hiccup became the 'devil', too? And here, we are. I hope you enjoy!**

**Note: This chapter is a rewrite. Information-wise, nothing has changed, I just wanted to clean it up. If you have read before and noticed this, no, you are not crazy!**

* * *

><p>When the night comes, Berk transforms. As the sun sets people start retreating indoors, and by the time the darkness settles all windows and doors are locked up tight. It wouldn't help much (it never did) but it allowed the average villager feel just a little bit safer, a little bit more in control when there was really no such thing.<p>

Contrary to the bustling daytime, nights on Berk are completely silent. Motionless, stifled apart from a number of flickering torches that lit main roads and the paths to the outhouses—although anyone smart enough held it for the night. No one wanted to be caught in the middle of a dragon attack with their trousers around their ankles.

And like any smart villager at this time, Astrid is in her room, fully awake even after her parents have forced out the lanterns. It's been three days since the last dragon attack, which meant tonight—they were coming. There was no such thing as peace for this many days in a row, not in a long while. When the dragons came, she had to be ready to fight, not half awake and dim with the ignorance of thinking she could have gotten a full night's sleep.

Her parents were deluding themselves. The citizens of Berk had never been more stressed, but for the first time in ages their food supply wasn't. The dragons came to destroy, not steal. Years ago that wouldn't have seemed like a bad alternative during a scarce winter… but now, Astrid is grateful her house has remained standing as long as it has.

The idea that this might be her last night in this bed wasn't a foreign thought. The darkness that once felt comforting is smothering. Nights like these lead her mind into interesting places. When did it all change?

_Before._

She thought about so much, too much. Before, when dragon raids were less frequent, less brutal. Before, when life wasn't all about fighting and killing and surviving. Before, when living became all about this waiting. When she had times in between the madness to be happy.

Not that anybody on Berk was unhappy—but Astrid, sometimes she wasn't sure what to consider her existence. She'd spent her entire life learning and improving and besting everyone and everything that dared stand in her way. And now here she was, five years later, a professional at her sport and without a purpose. Now that her thoughts weren't clouded by ambition, she had to wonder… what was she doing, exactly? Was there anything left to strive for in her life?

_Before _was a different time altogether. Things were so different. Before Astrid and Hiccup discovered the Red Death on the back of his dragon, before Toothless was captured in the arena… Before Hiccup supposedly disappeared off the face of the earth.

Maybe, maybe that was where it all changed. After Hiccup disappeared, things in the village became different. There were less accidents, less incidences. Defending from dragon attacks definitely went along a lot more smoothly. The chief even seemed less irritable, even at his son's mention.

Things became more normal… and that's the way it went, for years and years. The villagers moved on; most Vikings didn't have the capacity for memories more than a few years old. But Astrid didn't forget things, especially things like these, that easily. Maybe the other villagers had never had the opportunity to touch the clouds, but… Astrid could never forget something like that.

Before.

Especially on nights like these, she couldn't help but think and wonder if things could have gone a different way if the plan Hiccup had mentioned before entering the arena had worked out. Would she be here, staring into the darkness, wasting her time like she was now? Was this life that she had dreamed of for her entire childhood… the only one that could have ever existed for her?

Before… it was a lifetime ago.

The silence breaks, and the village is filled with the sounds of early-warning horns. The dragons have been spotted, and are on their way. It's about time, too. Sometimes, some thoughts… are better off left in the dark.

Already dressed, Astrid all but leaps from her bed and grabs her axe, rushing down the stairs as she's done a thousand times over during the last few years. The door is swinging wide open—kid themselves all they may, her parents are just as prepared and even steps ahead of her.

Outside her home, the world is chaos. There's very little that can be made out at first, but the skyline of Berk is already illuminated with fire as dragons begin to swoop down and set buildings ablaze. Her eyes take another second to adjust, and she can see them all: thirty, maybe forty, a mix of gronckles, nadders and monstrous nightmares. Vikings are yelling, blades are clashing against horns as the cloud of dragons begins to descend.

Astrid nearly topples over the many necks of a fallen snaptrapper as she runs for higher ground, to where the massive torches are planted and raised above the village to flood it with light. From just above that, giant catapults positioned at the hilltops gear up, loaded with rocks and other projectiles. A catapult goes off at that moment, launching a flaming ball overhead like a shooting star.

(I wish my house will still be there when I get back).

"Incoming!"

Without thinking twice Astrid ducks down, narrowly avoiding a gronckle blast. It sails past her and into the ground. Springing back to her feet, she raises her weapon as the dragon from which the shot came lands heavily before her, baring its teeth as another fiery blast prepares to launch from its mouth.

Just as Astrid raises her axe to fight off the gronckle, not-so-little-anymore Gustav Larson dives in between them. He strikes the gronckle's snout with his sword, slashing a fair gash down the side of its face. Gustav laughs obnoxiously, raising his sword for another blow.

But the cut on the gronckle is superficial, and only annoys the beast. It rears forward, opening its jaw to all but swallow the teenager whole. Gustav jumps back, slips, and falls heavily onto his behind. It was a move nothing short of graceless, but at the moment it prevents him from being bitten in half.

The gronckle leaps forward again. Gustav can't crawl back fast enough.

Groaning, Astrid jumps between them and points the butt of her axe at the gronckle's eye. The dragon hits hard, moaning as it feels the impact and swatting at its swelling eye unsuccessfully.

While the dragon is distracted, Astrid looks over at Gustav. "Get out of here!" She yells at him, keeping her other eye trained on the gronckle.

"I want to help!" He argues, getting back on his feet but with less gusto than he had before.

"If you want to help, go help with the fires!" Astrid has very little patience for any of the amateur dragon fighters, Gustav particularly. "Fighting is only for the people with dragon training!"

Gustav nods, although she's not certain he's at all taken her words to heart as he heads off to (hopefully) help the other trainees with the fires. That kid had a mix of stubborn and arrogant that was probably going to cause her a lot more grief one day.

Astrid notices the gronckle trying to make an escape, and she spins back around to face it. It's slower now, unsure of its movements with only one good eye to direct it, and Astrid knows now is the ideal time to attack the soft tissue between the eyes and kill it.

Although the streets are full of firelight and adrenaline has all but taken over, Astrid can't help but remember her time spent in the dark moments ago. She has to wonder, watching the gronckle struggle to direct itself, if this really was the only life there could have ever been. Everything Hiccup said to her about dragons—could it ever have come to fruition? Flying on Toothless, what she saw in dragon training—was that reality even possible? Could the fighting and killing and destruction have ever stopped?

But her hands automatically move—her body only understands one reality—and she raises her axe, fully intending on ending that gronckle here and now. This is the life she lives, it's the one she was born into and the one she would die protecting.

It's the only life.

But then, a familiar call stops her cold:

"NIGHTFURY!"

"Get down!"

There's less than a second to react as she hears the familiar swoosh of a nightfury and the scream of its plasma blast. That portion of a second is spent falling to the ground and covering her head as a building not far to Astrid's left explodes into a typhoon of wood shards, debris flying in all directions.

Astrid's weapon falls, forgotten, as she feels the impact of a few pieces—nothing more than splinters—stick into her arm. She hears the flutter of the grockle's wings as it takes off, followed by an enormous thud that she both hears and feels. In the illumination of the now burning building, Astrid raises her head just in time to see the outline of black tail slip into the darkness.

That tail… were her eyes tricking her, or did it look like half of that tail was brown, not black? Just like…

No. Could it be?

Ignoring the protest of her arm, Astrid pushes herself back to her feet. There was no way, but that dragon's tail, she couldn't mistake it. There was none like it in the world.

But she hadn't seen or heard of a nightfury since is disappeared along with Hiccup five years ago.

Stoick is yelling orders to the masses, directing everyone to fall behind the catapults, but Astrid pays his directions no mind. Instead, she runs after the nightfury, blindly, fully aware that what she saw may be for the last time.

"Toothless!" She calls out, saying the name she had thought about a million times but hadn't dared to say to any person. "Toothless!"

The further she goes from the village, the darker it seems to get. The stars provide very little light, especially at this time of night, but Astrid continues to wander in the darkness. Looking one way, she swears she sees a pair of bright green eyes watching her from not far away. She blinks and they're gone, but she continues to follow in their direction.

Toothless… where is Hiccup? What happened to you, what happened to him? You must remember me, why won't you show yourself?

Astrid skids to a halt as the realizes she's approaching a cliff drop. She looks around frantically, barely out of breath but tired with frustration. That dragon… there was no way it could fly on its own. If it was Toothless, that meant he had to have help getting to the island. He had a rider. So then where was….?

Astrid turns to face the ocean, sighing with irritation. Where could that dragon have gone? It was on foot, it couldn't have…

Feeling eyes on her back, Astrid stops. After years of dragon hunting, she can easily make out the signs. Shallow breathing, claws faintly scrabbling in the dirt. His bright night eyes are watching her, waiting for her, she can tell. And there's something else with him, something breathing differently, something a little more human but feral all the same.

Astrid turns, ever so slowly, and nearly cries out in surprise. The nightfury… Toothless… and a rider on his back. The rider wears a helmet that includes a mask, so she can't make out his face, but who else could it be? There was no other soul in Midgard that dared ride dragons.

But then… why is Hiccup participating in this attack, instead of stopping it? And where has he been all these years?

Astrid is still as frozen as she was a moment ago. When it came to killing dragons, you just ran at it and attacked. But a dragon with a rider… how does one deal with this kind of situation?

The figure on Toothless also remains still as, not a hundred metres away, the carnage continues in the village. Astrid watches the masked face, but senses nothing from it. The dragon itself seems oblivious to the tension, watching her with slight disinterest before his eyes roamed elsewhere.

Astrid slowly lowers her arms. She doesn't have her weapon anymore. With more care that she'd probably used in her entire life, she takes a brazen step towards the pair before her. When neither rider nor dragon react, Astrid allows herself to utter Berk's five-year-old taboo name: "Hiccup?"

The silence radiating from him is deafening to her. He remains still, says nothing. She allows herself to try again: "Hiccup, is that you?" Even though she knows it can be no one else, she can't help but sense the uncertainty in her voice.

After another brief moment the rider finally moves, raising a hand to point two fingers at Astrid.

"Toothless," He finally says in the voice that could only belong to the chief's son, "plasma blast!"


	2. The Boy Who Wouldn't be Caught

**A/N: Wow, you guys! I'd never expected so many people to take an interest in my story. I hope I can write this to everyone's liking. **

**I also wanted to point out, just to avoid confusion in this chapter, that this isn't exactly the same premise as all the other 'Hiccup ran away' AU. When I mean 'before the red death', I mean everything had happened the same up until the vikings take off with Toothless to raid the nest. The story diverges from there, and what happened on that day is all a part of the story. **

**(P.S. Sorry for the cliffhanger, I'm going to try and put up the next chapter in the next few days). Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>In the brief seconds it takes Toothless to ready up a plasma blast, Astrid is frozen in confusion. She'd never reacted to any kind of attack like this before; she was always the one with stellar instincts, the one that never stopped for a second during a fight.<p>

And Hiccup, he was… Hiccup. He barely survived dragon training; he could barely swing a weapon. The only reason he got by was through his smarts. He hadn't even been able to kill the nightfury in the first place, after shooting it down all those years ago. (She'd admired that, his compassion over brutality). He couldn't hurt anyone, let alone kill them.

Now, she was in his cross-hairs.

"Hiccup!" She yells, but if the rider heard her he didn't react and it was all Astrid had to jump out of the way before she was crisped by Toothless' plasma blast. She slides over to the edge of the cliff, feeling the familiar rush of heat and wind hit her back as the fire ball narrowly missed her.

From her periphery she sees Toothless shoots upwards, sailing over her head and flying away from Berk and towards the ocean. As if he were a beacon, the dragons attacking Berk soon follow after them, and just like that, the hordes have disappeared into the darkness.

Astrid is breathless. Confused. _Angry._What the hell was all that? He tried to _kill _her! He knew it was her, he had more than enough time to figure that out, and then he tried to kill her! Even as other Vikings made their way to the cliff's edge to see if she was still alive, she could barely hear them.

During the cleanup that night into the early morning, Astrid was completely distracted. She was just in utter shock—could it really be? After all of these years, after his sudden disappearance, was this what had become of Hiccup? It was insane to think about, she could barely wrap her head around it.

He was supposed to be dead. That's what everyone had told her, that's what all the elder Vikings said. Hiccup was a ghost returned.

But with all of the questions, there was only one thing she could think to do: she had to talk to him. No, she had to get _him _to talk to her. She had to know, and then, she had to stop him. But how?

She nearly dropped a load of lumber on her own foot as she stumbled over a loose rock. Ivan Thurston gave her a skeptical look, as if he couldn't even imagine a world where _Astrid_ could trip. She smiles sheepishly, bending over and scooping up the planks.

She had to get his attention, and she knew exactly how she'd do it.

**.**

**.**

**.**

Ever since dragons raids had become a full-time gig, so had Gobber's job at the blacksmith's. Especially since he hadn't bothered to replace his apprentice since Hiccup had disappeared. Now he had two interns and not a moment to spare from un-bending swords and un-denting shields and fixing every kind of weapon that a Viking could conceivably break. That job took up most of his time, so much so that he'd had to pawn off the job of training the newbies.

The problem was, no one really wanted to do it. They were either too busy rebuilding houses in the wake of the recent onset of attacks or totally unwilling to spend the majority of their waking hours hearing some snot-nosed, pubescent kids whine and get chewed on by dragons. It was _so_ below the respectable Viking; so guess who they gave the job to?

The twins, believe it or not. But then there was the whole incident with the stuffed yak and Hildi Ulfson's big toenail… and the twins were sent to work on a fishing boat far, far away from any yaks or teenagers.

So they made Astrid do it. Teaching, she quickly learned, wasn't her forte. It didn't feel right to her. But somebody had to do it, and gods knew Astrid was not going to a fishing boat.

Unfortunately, she had plans that didn't involve a group of rowdy teenagers.

"Astrid, what are we doing out here?" Gustav asks, heading the small pack of trainees as Astrid leads them down the main stretch. They were supposed to be experimenting with the 143 different poisons the changewing could generate. That was textbook classroom stuff, but a classroom was the last place Astrid needed to be today.

"Good question, Gustav." Astrid stops, spinning around to face her pack. The teens freeze in their tracks, the few at the end running into each other. "Can anyone tell me what they see?" she asks.

Of course, there was no real answer. This kind of lesson was completely made up.

"Silent Sven's Farm!"

"The catapults!"

"A DRAG—oh, wait, no, that's just a statue."

"Great," Astrid clapped her hands together in a teacher-ly manner. She had gotten quite good at faking it. "So today, I want you all to consider what the best points of defense are in the village."

"Come on, Astrid!" Gustav moans, stepping forward from the crowd of his peers. "You saw the battle yesterday; we need to learn how to fight… more! I want to stab something!"

The other kids cheer in agreement.

"Okay, okay!" The teacher raises her arms up, forcing them into fearful silence. "Just… go visit Gobber in the blacksmith's shop. I want you all to, uh, pick out a weapon you'd like to try."

Most of kids nod or (in the traditional Viking manner) grunt in acknowledgement, and head in the other direction to the blacksmith's shop. Astrid needs the kids distracted while she did what she had to do; any way to get them busy was good enough for her.

"I'll be after in a minute!" Astrid says, and just as she feels they are far enough away, she takes off to Stoick's house. While Stoick was out 'chiefing' for the day, she decided she needed to do just a little bit of 'commandeering'. By which she meant it was time for an unsolicited home invasion.

She looked around before going in, and was even more cautious as she pressed slowly on the door. When it gave open she peeked in first, sure that Stoick was out but still afraid to get caught. She had no business being here. She slipped inside and slowly put the door back in place.

Then she was up the stairs.

She wasn't sure exactly what she was looking for; only that she needed something _he_ might want. Lo and behold, as she expected, Hiccup's room was relatively untouched apart from a few crates stacked up in the corner. The room was dusty, full of years of neglect as Stoick, for obvious reasons, probably didn't want to come up the loft. Heck, he probably didn't even fit in the loft.

She went to his desk first, shuffling through a few sheets of damp, stray paper. The notebook he'd always meticulously protected would be the best thing, but it wasn't anywhere in the area. She looked up, but the pages above Hiccup's desk were mostly gone.

She checked under the bed, under his pillow, in the dresser for that notebook. Most of his clothes were missing apart from an itchy-looking yak sweater. She checked around for his helmet, too, but there were very few places he could hide something that big. She knocked at the walls, she stomped on every floorboard. Nada.

The more she looked around… the more it seemed like the room was carefully reassembled. This was a Viking's room, for sure, but there really was no physical evidence that the room had ever even belonged to a particular Viking named Hiccup. No… there were only so many things that rats could take off with. It seemed very suspicious that Stoick would remove all of Hiccup's personal stuff and still leave the space unused.

Astrid didn't have time to do another once-over of the room when she hears the front door swing open and slam into the adjacent wall. She pulls in a shallow breath.

"Astrid? You in here?"

Oh, thank the gods it was only Gobber. Well, Gobber was supposed to be watching her kids… so that wasn't all that great, but at least it wasn't Stoick.

Astrid carefully heads down the first few steps from the loft. She pokes her head out the opening. "Uh, hey, Gobber." She waves nonchalantly.

The older Viking is standing in the threshold of the house; he looks up when he sees her on the stairs. "Y'know, the entire point of giving you the job of training the little ones was so that you'd be watching them instead of me, not… what are ya doing here, anyway?"

"Oh, you know." She finishes walking down the stairs. "I saw a, uh, sheep wander off in this direction, I was just looking for him."

Gobber scratched his head with his hook. "Really?"

"Would I lie?" Astrid shrugged.

"Huh. Y'know, I didn't know the sheep could climb the stairs these days." He sounded completely bewildered over sarcastic, and she felt relieved. Gobber was way too trusting. She slips out the door past him, and he follows as she walks over to the blacksmith's to pick up her trainees.

"I'm telling ya," The older Viking muses, shutting the chief's door behind them. "Those sheep are getting bloody smart. Forget the dragons, I bet ya they're going to be the ones to overthrow us." He says, laughing to himself.

"Yea," Astrid says quietly.

**.**

**.**

**.**

She was going to need a new plan. When she'd gotten to the blacksmith's with Gobber, Astrid had been able to discreetly snoop around as Gobber showed the kids the 23 different alternatives for his hook hand.

But there was nothing. The interns were clueless meatheads; they had no idea what she was talking about.

Old designs, machines, even some of the simple weapons Hiccup had made were gone or missing. It was like he'd never existed apart from the dent in his bed and his fading memory. Astrid was at a loss. There was no way to attract him to stay other than the appeal of trying to blow her up again.

She'd tried to get her mind off of him at dinner, but she just couldn't. It was crazy, how obsessed she was becoming with this. It was obviously becoming clear enough to be noticed.

"You look sad, and it's making me sad." Tuffnut observes from across the table.

(The group of her childhood had made a habit of meeting most nights for dinner, but a majority of the evenings it was usually just her, Fishlegs and Snoutlout since the twins were always away on the fishing boats... Although it was even worse when they got back, since Fishlegs and Snoutlout would fawn over Ruffnut and Astrid would be forced to share intelligent dinner conversation with Tuff).

"Great observation, Tuffnut." Astrid says, looking down at her food dejectedly. She really wasn't in the mood tonight, not for Tuff's lunacy or Snoutlout and Fishlegs incessant come-ons.

Ruff opens her mouth to say something, but when Fishlegs leans in too close she elbows him in the face hard enough to knock him back off his stool. When Snoutlout laughs, in turn she stabs his shoulder with her fork.

"AH!" Snoutlout screeches, his hand coming up to grip the fork. It was really lodged in there. "Ruff, honey, you've got to stop doing that." He says through a forced smile and heavy breaths.

Ruffnut shrugs, grinning. "It slipped again."

Tuffnut starts laughing obnoxiously, and Astrid sighs and lowers her head even more. Sometimes she was lost as to how these people became her friends.

"Are you okay, Astrid?" Ruff finally asks as Tuffnut continues to laugh and Snoutlout struggles to pull the fork out of his skin. "You're acting weird. Like…" She waves a finger in the air, trying to think of the right word. "Like, like Hiccup, before he became cool."

"Reclusive!" Tuffnut volunteers, and all activity at the table ceases as the other Vikings peer at Tuff curiously.

But that's what gets Astrid thinking. Reclusive. There may just be one thing Hiccup had left behind, after all. The one thing that could never be destroyed or stolen.

"Reclusive?" Ruffnut asks, scrunching up her nose in disgust as she looks at her brother.

Tuff raises a hand up defense. "I know big words, I read. You don't know everything about me!"

**.**

**.**

**.**

When the dragons inevitably attack again a few nights later, she was ready. As alarms went off and the massive court torches rose up above the village, Astrid ran the other way.

(Not from fear, don't be ridiculous).

The cove, she just knew it. The cove where he'd met Toothless and she'd discovered them both. That place had to be the only thing left on Berk that meant anything to Hiccup if it had ever meant anything to him-and if she went there, maybe he would, too. Maybe… there was no guarantee he'd even come back at all, but it was the best she had. There were no other ways she could think to get his attention. She'd never find the nightfury unless it wanted to be found.

She ran mostly in the dark, ditching her torch after the brush became too thick and she could no longer go forward without accidentally setting the forest on fire.

By the time she reaches the cove, panting lightly from her sprint, the world is pitch black and the sounds of the ensuing battle between the Vikings and the dragons can easily be heard from this distance. The village is pretty far from this point, but the dragons are loud and every once in a while she can she a quick spurt of fire or smoke from above the treeline. Berk was in the thick of it. It bothers her she can't be there.

Astrid waits.

She never expected him to show up right away (if at all), but she was beginning to get nervous as the fighting continued and nothing was happening. She stays on her feet, ready to move, ready to lunge or strike or just run back to Berk and help her tribe. She moves her hand up and down the hilt of her axe nervously. Here she was, just standing here, waiting for someone who may or may not even come.

The more she thinks about it, the more she decides it was a silly idea. She couldn't hold this over him, this cove. She couldn't destroy it, threaten it. Even if she could set it on fire or something along those lines, what would that do? It was a piece of earth, a few rocks and a small pond.

What reason would Hiccup really have to go to her?

She turns, watching the line above the trees again. Berk needed her help.

And that's when the ground shook with a sudden, heavy force. Astrid hears it and feels it and senses it before she ever sees it. Of course, no one ever _saw _a nightfury.

She turns around, slowly, precariously, and he's there on Toothless' back. He's still wearing the mask, but even with just the light of the stars she can see it could be no one else.

He came.


	3. The Girl Who Wouldn't Quit

**A/N: Hey, everybody! I hope this chapter doesn't disappoint (I know people want to know things)... loving the response, as always. Thank you, everyone! **

**These chapters are short, I know. In my other fic I write too much, and this one I can't write enough! If my story timeline has anything to say about it, I'm hoping these chapters will get progressively longer. For now, I'll try to update faster to compensate. **

**Let the destruction begin!**

* * *

><p>Astrid doesn't know what to do, so she does nothing. She'd spent so long just convincing herself he wasn't going to show, and now that he had she'd lost all of her stored enthusiasm.<p>

He came. He _came. _That must mean he wants to talk to her… and not destroy her, right?

But he doesn't say anything, doesn't move, and Astrid is left wondering if perhaps he's waiting for her to act first. She's hesitant, unsure of what he'll do. This new Hiccup seems to be like nothing she'd experienced from him before.

In one quick, practised motion he throws one leg over to the other side of Toothless' back, effortlessly hopping off the dragon. He's on his feet, standing not ten metres away from her. He still says nothing, but she can feel his eyes on her through the slits in the mask and it's making her nervous.

From over her shoulder, Astrid hears the sound of a screaming dragon.

"Hiccup…" She says slowly, but he doesn't react. Nothing. "Is that you?"

When he doesn't respond, Astrid feels herself getting annoyed. (As she should have expected). She takes a step forward, and his hand twitches as if about to reach for a weapon.

Toothless bounds away, walking off in an interest of checking out his old home.

"Hiccup, what's going on?" She continues, but her voice gets faster as she speaks. "How did you survive? Where have you been? Why are you attacking us?" The questions spill from her mouth faster than she could keep track of them, and she's suddenly overwhelmed by the number of things she doesn't know and all the things he's hiding from her.

"Talk to me!" She demands loudly, taking another step forward and tightening her fingers on her axe. What was wrong with him?

"What are you doing?" She raises a hand to the woods, in the direction of Berk. "Do you have any idea what's going on? Have you lost your mind?!"

He's still silent, motionless beside Toothless, and Astrid feels bubble of rage swim up her throat. What was going on? Why wasn't he speaking? She knew he could, she'd heard him, so why wasn't he talking to her?

Astrid approaches him.

She knows he knows. _Rage is your weakness, Astrid. He knows you'll get mad. Don't get mad. Provoke him, not the other way around. That's the plan._

"I… why am I even bothering?" She asks him. (He's taller now, she notes. She used to be taller than him). She gets close enough to see the glint of green behind the mask. He still does nothing.

She's got to be gusty. "I don't know what demon in Hel possessed you to become like this, but know I'm going to stop you. And even with that, here—" He raises an arm.

Astrid reacts.

Usually, five years ago, Hiccup would have had an axe stuck in his brain by now. But Astrid had forgotten that he'd been gone, living somewhere else with gods-know who doing gods-know what. The armour and the mask should have been her first clue that maybe engaging him could be a bad idea.

He's faster, and before she can even stop herself or readjust her swing, he's ducked out of the line of fire. He dodges under her arms, bringing up a leg and knocking her onto her face.

But Astrid was always fast, too. She's barely on the floor, up again, and this time prepared for any sneaky manoeuvres. He's edging around her, walking back and forth while still facing her direction. He's still within striking distance.

Toothless begins to growl, skirting around to Hiccup with his head lowered and nubby teeth bared. Hiccup holds up a hand and the dragon falls silent.

Astrid lunges at him again, this time aiming low with her weapon in case he decides to duck down. He doesn't, but instead leaps back, and this time Astrid is prepared. Her axe comes back around she knees him in the gut. Her kneecap makes contact with soft leather, and instead of doubling over like she expected he grabs her knee. He throws her upwards, forcing Astrid to fall onto her back. Her weapon skids out of her hand and across the grass.

For a second, the air is knocked out of her. Then, as he steps closer, Astrid hooks her ankle under his knee and forces him down as well. She rolls into a crouch, trying to surge forward and grab his wrists. Her range falls short, and he reaches an arm around her neck and flips them over.

He's sitting on her stomach, pinning her arms down in the grass with his own. (_He's heavy). _ Astrid begins kicking him, and he jolts slightly every time her knee caps connect with his back, but he doesn't take his eyes of her and he doesn't seem to be bothered.

She continues to struggle for a moment, trying to push against him, but this Hiccup was much, much stronger than she'd ever remembered possible. She can't continue to fight him, and stops, resting her head back in the grass.

There's a period of silence where she just looks into the eerie pair of eyes behind the mask, inviting him to do something, finally. The only thing to be heard is Toothless' throaty growling and her and Hiccup's deep breathing.

"Stop trying to talk to me." He says quietly, but in a commanding tone. She just looks up at him, not sure what to say. "Stop trying to figure me out, Astrid. There's nothing to know."

Astrid watches him. How could there be nothing to know? He's disappeared five years ago, and now he's resurfaced with an apparent new taste for blood and surprisingly sharp combat skills. There was everything to know. But she didn't want to speak, didn't want to stop him when he was talking to her, so she says nothing.

"We _were_ friends once." He continues. "No matter how short our friendship was, I feel like I owe you a warning. I'm telling you now, if you want to live, at least past the age of twenty, you should leave Berk. Take as many people as you can with you. _I don't plan on leaving any survivors." _He growls.

"Why don't you just explain yourself," She says, putting just as much spite into her voice. "You can't just return and decide to kill everyone. Why are you doing this?"

But her hands are free and the pressure if off her torso, and by the time she's able to get back on her feet, Hiccup has already mounted Toothless.

The dragon ambles forward a little, watching her curiously.

Had Hiccup really turned evil?

She knows there's nothing left for her to do. "What happened to you?" She asks him, yelling in the voice of her pent up frustration.

She can't tell what he's thinking from the outside of his mask. He tilts his head slightly as Toothless fidgets back and forth. "People don't change, Astrid. People just get stronger."

Then he's gone.

She watches the sky, scanning for any movement, even though she knows there's no chance of spotting a nightfury in the middle of the night. But Astrid's mind is somewhere else, digging up old memories that had been long buried.

_"People don't change, Astrid." _

She remembered those words with a distinct clarity.

It was the last thing he'd said to her before he'd disappeared all those years ago.

After a moment, she looks down again, going over to grab her weapon. (So much use that was). She feels up the handle before turning around and going back to Berk.

Astrid is light on her feet, she always has been, and it takes her very little time to get back to Berk. By the time she breaks the treeline, she can already see that the battle is over—the dragons were gone. The Vikings of Berk would usually be in cleanup mode at this point, but by the quietness of the village, Astrid could sense something wasn't quite right. A lot of the village, more than usual, looked demolished.

She's running the streets before she finally finds someone, who explains to her the disaster at the mill. All the tools, all the things the Vikings ever used for rebuilding after battles had (ironically) been destroyed in the battle. It was strange, they said, the dragons had always been about raiding for food up until this point.

That was because it wasn't just the dragons. Someway, somehow, Hiccup was running the show, now. He'd basically told her that much.

There's a crowd of Vikings in the middle of town, looking over the ridge to the mill, burnt past any hope of saving. Some people are yelling, most are clearly angry. Dragons were destroying their homes; now they were destroying their only means of rebuilding their homes.

Astrid already knew, this was enough. She had to tell Stoick, however much it might hurt him, and leave this problem to the experienced Vikings. Astrid was stubborn, but she wasn't illogical—she knew she couldn't take on a dragon rider by herself. There was no way she was going to let Hiccup continue this.

Before she can do anything, someone stops her.

Fishlegs, looking just a little more battered than usual but, as to be expected, Viking-level resilient. He's still got his weapons on him. "Hey, where were you?"

He wasn't trying to be mean, or imposing. He was just trying to be friendly, wondering where she had been considering she really hadn't been around for the battle. Still, he couldn't have asked a worse question.

"I was _around_, Fishlegs." Her tone is biting, but Fishlegs would probably excuse it as Astrid's classic after-fight demeanor.

Not today, apparently. "I thought something had happened to you. Are you okay?" He asks, looking concerned.

"I'm fine," She begins to walk around him, heading in the direction of Stoick. "I just need to speak to the chief, there's something I saw…"

She trails off when she sees _him. _Gods, Hiccup. What the hell was he doing up there?

Everyone is gathered around the chief or looking over the ridge at the smoldering mill. Fishlegs is facing their direction, his back to the village that Astrid was seeing now. Maybe Astrid was just hypersensitive from her encounter with the dragon-rider, but _no one _was looking, and he was _right there._ A hill above them all, leaning on a stand-post that held up the railing surrounding the dragon arena.

Casually. As if he were waiting in line for dinner.

He was in the village! Now was her chance.

Fishlegs is still rambling on. "—and that's when I told her, but she won't listen to me! I feel like no one listens to me anymo—"

Hiccup makes a motion with his hand. It looks kind of like… a thumbs up?

"Fishlegs, look!" Astrid yells, pointing over his shoulder quickly. Fishlegs looks confused at her sudden outburst, and it takes a second for him to follow her instructions.

"Astrid, what…?" He turns just in time to watch the arena implode.

The metal cage that topped of the arena groans and creaks as it falls in on itself. A giant puff of dusk flies into the air, and all of Berk turns to the noise of the wreckage atop the hill.


	4. The Girl Without a Plan

**A/N: Hello, wonderful people. I'm sorry this chapter has been so long in the making, I was visiting family for Easter (Yea, I know it was forever ago) and I've just recently been reintroduced back into civilization. I hope this chapter can make it up to you guys, but I'm sure some of you are going to be grumbling about it. I know you guys want to know more about Hiccup, but we'll have to get there when we get there. (Next chapter, no joke, I promise). Anyway, I hope you guys like it!**

* * *

><p>It was the strangest atmosphere—a dejected, stunned silence.<p>

If history had been any indication, in any other situation on Berk the Vikings would be in an outrage. There'd be yelling and torch-lighting and marching and frustrated fish-throwing. (The habitants of Berk really did know how to throw a hissy-fit). People were usually moving at this point in the post-battle; putting out fires and organizing how to put out the rest of the fires. Action was the Viking way to deal with any situation and every emotion.

But this time, after this, Berk was _frozen_.

Almost every structure in Berk wasn't more than a decade old, even the mill having been restored just years ago when a flock of smothering smokebreaths had stolen all the nails that held it together. But the arena, that was a stagnant fixture in the life of every Vikings—it had been one of the first things the original settlers had built three hundred years ago. It was just a hole in the ground, but it was an unsaid representation of the Viking will to survive. And now… it was gone.

That should be the very last straw.

Right now, she _should_ go straight to Stoick. She _should_ have all-out sprinted while the crowd was quelled and she has an opening to speak to the chief. But then, everyone would hear her. Then the Vikings, who were quickly growing gloomier with every depressing second, would have one more thing to worry about on top of everything.

The village was destroyed beyond the point of a day's rebuild… and now they'd know that there was an enemy out plotting the island's end. Usually, a common enemy was exactly what Berk needed, but a boy on a dragon wasn't anything like the Outcasts or the Beserkers. It was as bad as the problem of dragons themselves.

So she bites her tongue and follows along as the moment of silence passes and Stoick begins to doll out orders. He split everyone up, assigning them to tend to different emergencies around the island. One group would deal with the burning mill before it spread to the forest, another would move to round up new building supplies, a third would immediately start on village repair and a fourth would trek up the hill to inspect the damage to the arena. The groups were alarmingly small.

Astrid insists on going to the arena, because it was her place of work, after all. Fishlegs gives her a strange look as he's directed to the mill group (since it was his place of work, after all). Astrid hopes he'll just forget about it.

Only a few others that were selected to go up the hill—plus a few of her trainees, who'd recklessly abandoned fire-fighting in the village to see what all the fuss was about on the cliff.

But Astrid didn't have the capacity to watch her kids at the moment. Her mind felt frayed, worrying about every variable of this terrible riddle Hiccup had started, and now she felt like she was creating for herself.

_"People don't change, Astrid."_

She nearly trips over her own feet when the words return to the forefront of her mind, crisp and clear as if he'd just spoken them a moment ago.

Astrid could remember, so long ago, curiously (and insubordinately) peeking through the doors of the great hall as Stoick berated his son for keeping Toothless a secret from Berk. The match with the monstrous nightmare had been, well, a nightmare. But in the past day Astrid had seen what Toothless could do, and what he wouldn't do, and how Hiccup could maybe change everything_. _That day _could _have changed everything… if only Hiccup was better at arguing.

Then Stoick was bursting from the hall, demanding the tribe to ready the ships. And Hiccup, meekly emerging a moment later. She'd looked at him, patient, ready and waiting to remember everything he would say.

Because she saw it, all of a sudden. For a brief moment, Astrid could see it in him. See a leader within the doormat she'd been wiping her boots on since they were kids. Thor, he'd defied histories of all kinds and every instinct that she would have had. And he still seemed up for it, the challenge that was coming his way. Rescuing his best friend, defending his tribe.

Then he raised his head, looked her head-on. And there was no way he couldn't remember that moment as clearly as she did.

_"People don't change, Astrid." _

And then he'd run off, and she'd never seen that boy again. Even their meeting just moments ago—he wasn't the same person she'd known. But what had happened that day that had changed him like it did? She could barely remember, with it being so long ago. She tried to focus on any one detail, on something definite and true that she'd heard from amongst the rumours… but nothing solid came to mind.

What had Hiccup done?

"Astrid?"

She's caught off guard. "Huh?"

Gustav motors up the hill so they were walking side-by-side. "Where are we going to train, now?"

Astrid glances up to the hilltop, but they're not close enough to really scope out all the damage. Either way, she guesses it would be a while before they could rebuild the non-essential structure. "We can always practise fighting in the village."

"What about the dragons…?" Gustav starts, but he trails off.

The dragons indeed. Would Hiccup, apparent ally to all dragons, collapse a structure that still had some inside? "We'll just have to be a little more hands-on during the raids."

Gustav's face lights up. "You mean, like, we'll get to fight the next time the dragons attack?"

Astrid shrugs. "I suppose, if it's alright with the chief."

"Awesome!" The younger Viking cheers, and the rest of the walking group glares at him. There was no time to be happy while Berk was on the brink. Gustav hunches down and hugs his shoulders.

Being near the back of the pack, Astrid was one of the last to reach the damage. Most were just observing the wreckage from the cobblestone walkway; while a few more gutsy others are on top of the debris that had fallen into the pit.

Standing by the wall, Astrid can see the almost-clean lines where the support beams, the metal bars attaching the wall to the rest of the cage, had been singed through. The chains had been snapped, definitely from the outside. The cage had been designed to withstand all kinds of dragon fire. It was no ordinary dragon that did this.

(Toothless' plasma blast, obviously. But she doesn't say anything).

They poke around the door, find it fully intact. An elder Viking commands everyone to be silent—and in the quiet, they can hear the screeching and moaning of the dragons still trapped in their cages.

"So what do you want to do with the dragons, Astrid?" One of the other Vikings ask her. They were still her responsibility, as the Viking-trainer. "I mean, I don't think we'll be able to keep feeding them, now. And they're not any use to us if there's no arena to train the little ones in."

Astrid didn't know. The easiest and smartest option would be to just put them down at this point. But that old voice, refreshed from her recollection of her last words with Hiccup, nagged at the back of her mind. _Dragons aren't all bad, you know. You saw that. Wouldn't it be wrong just to kill them?_

_But Hiccup's not here to train them, at least not anymore. They'd still kill us if they had the chance. _

But instead of saying that, she just shakes her head. "We'll let the chief decide. We can't do anything about them until we can get all of the metal out of the way."

"We could always just leave them in there." Gustav suggests. Astrid is surprised to feel her stomach tighten at the thought of letting the dragons die in there. That was too cruel.

The older Viking laughs loudly. "Have you ever tried to move a dead dragon, son? Besides, the smell will overpower the entire village. Imagine twenty sweaty Outcasts who use rotten fish to wash their beards."

Gustav makes a face, and the rest of the Vikings laugh, and Astrid takes a moment to relieve her gut before she half-heartedly joins in.

**.**

**.**

**.**

Astrid couldn't shake the idea that Hiccup was watching her.

He'd been in the village the night before, and probably a number of times before that. How many times had she passed faceless people on the roads of Berk at night, any of which could have possibly been him?

It made sense, now, why all of his things had been missing from his home—because he'd probably never really been gone. Even if he _had_ been away for a long time, his father more than likely never went up to the loft, and there were more than a few opportunities to sneak in and take everything of value. He obviously wasn't scared to visit if he'd come into the village and allowed himself to be seen. Gods know how long he'd been coming in and out.

(That all sounded a little paranoid, she had to admit. But he had no reserves, and apparently, no fears. Those people were the most dangerous and the most daringly stupid. She should know; she lived with those people).

The next day, on the account of Berk's recent intense destruction and the collapse of the arena, Astrid had dedicated the trainees to helping with the rebuild. The little teens helped to totter around wood and do the shingling on the roofs where the meatier Vikings would slide right off.

But while directing her students, Astrid's mind was on the chief and what she was going to say to him.

_(So… your son, who you said died, has miraculously returned to life. Oh, and he was the one who burned down the mill, and destroyed the dragon arena, and probably organized the rest of the Berk's destruction, at least for the past few months. Also, he wants to kill us all. Just thought you'd like a heads-up.)_

"Astrid!" She can barely hear her name being called over the commotion of the construction. She looks over her shoulder to see the chief waving her down as he walks the main stretch. Astrid makes eye-contact in acknowledgement, then goes back to watching her kids as she waits for him to head over.

She's suddenly… incredibly nervous about the chief wanting to speak with her. It made her realize the importance of everything she'd been hiding. Watching the wake of the destruction from last night, now might just be the perfect time to tell Stoick everything.

The chief has someone else to take over Astrid's position, and pulls her aside, pretty much out of earshot. (Perfect opportunity, perfect opportunity).

"Gobber informed me about the dragons still trapped in the arena," He says, loudly enough to be heard over the noisy village but not loud to let the conversation involve anyone else but the pair of them. "We can't let them stay in there, but I'm starting to realize we can't spare the men to move that much metal. Gobber's going to volunteer his interns to help, would you be able to dedicate the kids to clearing up the arena? The least it will do it get them out of the village for a bit."

Astrid nods in agreement. "That's fine. We'll start tomorrow." It might be good for her, too, to get out of the village a bit. To spend some time on mindless grunt work instead of trying to make up lessons for the trainees. "What do you want to do with the dragons once the cage is moved?" She asks.

"I'm not sure yet. We'll just keep them until I can figure out something to do with them."

"I'll leave it up to you then." Astrid pauses, not completely sure what to do. Moment of truth time. "I—"

But when she looks up, takes a good look at her chief, it's that scary, dark shadow of doubt that crosses her mind again. Even if only for a second, she still sees it pass and it makes her stop cold. Because the more she thought about it, the more Astrid had realized how the details of _that day _had been so… skewed. How no one had ever really mentioned what had happened to the nightfury after they had taken it to the nest. Hiccup had to have recovered Toothless somehow… there had been so many rumours, but why was there no definite truth?

_How_ could a father write off his own son?

The entire thing sounded ridiculous to her. Did she really doubt her chief, her leader, the protector of her family?

Well, yea. The answer was yes. Because suddenly Astrid felt like she didn't know the entire story. And maybe it shouldn't have been just her decision to hold on to what she knew, but if the rash Viking actions of her ancestors had told her anything, it was that Vikings thought very few things through completely.

"—it's nothing." She finishes, and Stoick gives her a weird look. Astrid shrugs. "I'm just tired, that's all."

Even that was something the older warrior could relate to, and he solemnly nods his head before allowing Astrid to go back to her work.

(Gods, what was happening to her?)

**.**

**.**

**.**

Night fell and marked the end of the day, and still Astrid hadn't done anything proactive. In fact, she felt tired after just having argued with herself all day long. She hadn't even brought up the idea of training the kids during the next raid. Maybe, tonight, she'd go to Stoick's house and ask him. And maybe she'd just mention Hiccup, too. Somehow.

Then Fishlegs had found her.

"Hey, Astrid!" He yells, lumbering after her as she's on the walk home. Astrid internally cringes.

She really, really, _really _hoped he'd forget about yesterday.

"Where are you going?"

"I'm on my way home. It's been a long day, y'know?"

"Ughh, don't I know it?" Fishlegs looks more stiff than usual, a stunning difference from his normal array of exaggerated gestures. "We haven't had this much work to do since that smothering smokebreath fiasco five years ago, eh?"

"Yea,"

"Not as bad as the speed stinger swarm, though. Dragons, huh?"

"Yea, dragons." Astrid says quietly.

There's a brief moment of silence, and Astrid knows Fishlegs is just waiting. He didn't forget.

"So, yesterday, before the arena collapsed, what did you see, anyway? Nobody told me about anything unusual, but… from what I've heard, it must have been a pretty wicked dragon to do something like that."

She looks over at him, not fully prepared to explain herself or lie, either. Maybe, maybe it really was about time she tell someone.

"Well… the truth is, Fishlegs, a few days ago I saw—" That's when the swooping dragon flying overhead comes into view. "Duck!" She yells suddenly, pointing at the dragon. When Fishlegs continues to look confused _again, _Astrid pulls him down the ground just as a massive nadder flies low enough to nearly bite their heads off.

"DRAGON ATTACK!" Another Viking yells as the swarm of dragons starts to accumulate overhead. _So many dragons. _Astrid swallows, her throat feeling dry.

This was endgame for him. She may not have that many opportunities for action left.

As the torches rise into the air for the second night in a row and the catapult men scramble to find new ammo on such short notice, Astrid makes a split second decision. While Fishlegs bustles away to join the ranks of gathering Vikings, Astrid (rather unwisely) heads back to the cove.

**.**

**.**

**.**

The waiting is killing her.

Astrid knew, from the stretch he'd made her wait the last time that she'd have to be patient.

(For the hundredth time, Astrid wondered why she didn't just tell everyone. She shouldn't be doing this, waiting at the mercy of an elusive and killer dragon rider. Her logic was full of holes and shot as Hel, even as she reasoned that she might as well do what she could while she was there.)

What she's hoping to achieve, she isn't sure. Talk to him or reason with him or try and hit him again… or possibly a combination of the three. Anything she could do to try and keep the situation in her control.

But Astrid quickly realizes she has no power. The ball had never been in her court to begin with. Because the longer she waits, the easier it is to realize he's not coming back. As she stood there watching smoke rise form beyond the trees, Astrid finally gave in to the itch in her legs. The dragons had come and gone, and here she was waiting for a ghost that didn't want to be seen in the first place.

By the time she makes it back to the village, the tribe was in full-blown emergency mode. In the past when the dragons attacked, they really only took food and destroyed buildings that got in the way. Now… a good quarter of Berk looked like it was on fire, and the entire village was rushing to put out as many blazes as they could.

Astrid had never realized the true amount of destruction the dragons could cause until now.

She doesn't know what else to do but join the ranks and pretend she'd been there the entire time. She goes over to the nearest water pump, and helps to fill buckets as a number of other Vikings race back and forth from house to house. A lot of the emergency procedures they'd made to protect houses from fires still hadn't been refilled or reset from the night before.

.

.

.

You'd better believe the trainees knew how to complain. If they weren't getting to slash or pummel something, any activity was no fun to them. It would have been easier to track down Reeking Rorak on bath day, with all of the resistance they gave her.

"Oh, cooooome ooooon, Astrid!" Gustav moans, pretending to faint in the most dramatic way possible. "I want to fight dragons, not clean up their messes!"

The other kids snicker as Gustav stretches out on the ground like he's trying to get comfortable, and Astrid has to wonder for the hundredth time how she ended up with this ridiculous job. She goes on to explain how they were going to methodically break apart the pieces and move them out of the pit, starting with the chains, then the pieces by the enclosure doors. The least they needed to get done today was move enough wreckage to be able to access the doors and prevent the dragons from starving.

Finally the blacksmith apprentices showed up (but more importantly, their tools), and Astrid stood on the top of the wall as she monitored the kids below hack away at the tough metal cage.

"Pretend it's a dragon!" She yells down in encouragement, which seemed to really energize them.

By the time the sun signals high noon, they've made a pretty decent hole in the ruin. The trainees were pretty close to clearing the way to the first door, and Astrid jumps into the pit to help them heave the last few pieces out of the way.

Astrid is on the back end of a rather long piece, carrying it towards the arena door with another kid carrying the front end. Gustav in her peripheral vision looking _way _too gleeful as he cut at the last few pieces by the first door. But looking back so quickly, Astrid barely notices something that should have been so obvious. Maybe she was imagining it.

She twists a bit more as they walk, and this time she can't believe she didn't see it. She remembered, ever since she was a kid, looking at the enclosure doors and bracing herself from the sun. The number of nails that held the doors together would always catch the light, especially from the noon sun, and shine right in your face. It was only a safety precaution, but, oh, how it ever annoyed Astrid during dragon training. Now… She immediately drops the bar, and runs towards Gustav. The other kid stop walking suddenly as the metal bar hits the sand, confused.

"Gustav!" She yells, motioning with her hands. "STOP! Get out of the way!"

The teenage Vikings give her a strange look, but he thankfully follows instructions and backs away from the metal bar upon seeing her serious expression.

The metal pegs that had once held the door to the wall were _gone_. The heavy wooden blockade that kept the doors of the dragon's cages was completely useless without those few pegs. The fallen cage had been the only thing keeping the door from detaching from the wall. Hiccup hadn't just collapsed the arena, after all.

But Astrid's warning is too late. The bar that Gustav had been breaking was the last thing keeping the door from falling. The metal is nearly sawed through, and can't support the weight of the barrier. It snaps, and with an earth-moving thud the door to the dragon's cage falls outward and hits the ground.

A monstrous nightmare bursts from its cage, shrieking. It surges forward, probably just relieved to see sunlight again after so many days in the dark. It grunts loudly, raising its head from the ground to look up at the open sky.

The arena full of kids is frozen. For a moment, Astrid is sure the nightmare will just fly away.

Gustav drops his saw in shock. The nightmare's head instantly turns in his direction, its eyes lighting up as it sees something edible for the first time in two days.

Why hadn't she just told Stoick when she'd had the chance?


	5. The Boy without Rules

**A/N: Wow, guys, look at me! Two chapters in the same week. Thank you all for your patience (and your forgiveness, since I'm starting to think I use too many Viking alternatives to common phrases... you'll see when you read it). I'm still stunned by the wonderful response I've been getting to this :) Thank you, everyone reading. Anyway... conflict ahead! **

* * *

><p>Gustav looks like a sheep caught in sledlights, completely frozen as the nightmare steps closer and growls at him. It takes him a second to understand his cue, throw his hands in the air and make himself scarce. Unfortunately for Gustav, an angry monstrous nightmare was a little bit faster than a skinny teenager. Fortunately for Gustav, Astrid has dealt with enough nightmares in her lifetime to know what to do.<p>

The other trainees scramble behind their teacher, making for the door like a Thorston twin to a flame. But what they were all forgetting was that there was no longer a cage to protect them from the inside of the arena. Outside, inside, they would all be sitting yaks unless they tried to contain the dragon.

"Hey, over here!" Astrid yells, grabbing a chain from the floor and lobbing the tangled length at the dragon. The chain hits the dragon's snout, and after shaking the string off, suddenly the nightmare is less concerned about tasty appetizer Gustav and more focused on delicious entrée Astrid.

(_So this is probably what it would have been like, _Astrid thinks as the nightmare advances on her. This would have been my moment five years ago if Hiccup hadn't stolen it.)

Astrid scoops up another chain from the floor. She swings it around, allowing it to pick up momentum as she backs up slowly to allow herself the most possible force. When the dragon is just within the range to snap her in half, she lets the chain fly, while still holding on to one end. The other end flies out and strikes its face, and the beast rears back.

Astrid reels in the chain and swings it again. She lets it fly with less prepared force and it strikes the dragon's side, and this time the nightmare begins to back away. On her third swing, she strikes at the floor, driving the nightmare to lower its head and back into the wall. Its flames begin to putter out.

Then she sees Gustav. He's holding the saw he just dropped, gripping it with both hands as he sneaks around the side of the dragon. And if it was easy enough for Astrid to spot him, of course the dragon was going to see him, too.

Brave idiot.

The nightmare turns its head quickly, looking at the trainee with a new fire in its eyes. It roars loudly, and Gustav raises his saw. Brave idiot.

Astrid saw Gustav's strike working. Probably. The dragon was just in the right position to have its head cleaved right off. It was that small chance that Gustav wouldn't be fast enough, or the saw wouldn't be sharp enough that instantly worried her.

And she remembered _that day, _and how the nightmare had stopped when Hiccup had all but asked it to. How the creature hadn't been evil, at least not when given the chance.

But all of those variables were ones Astrid wouldn't chance, so she leaps, throwing the chain simultaneously. The dragon is distracted for just a second by the rattling chain, and in that second Astrid tackles Gustav. She forces the saw from his hands, throws it to the sides, and spins them both into the hole in the wall that was the nightmare's enclosure.

By the time the dragon turns back they're already out of sight, and it screams in frustration. She hears it scrabble up the side of the wall, and the powerful rush of air as the wind catches under its wings. The nightmare screams again as it takes off and disappears from the arena.

Astrid removes her arms from around her trainee, and turns him around. "What in Thor's name were you thinking?!"

"I thought I could kill it, Astrid!" Gustav whines. "You shouldn't have gotten in the way, I could have done it!"

Astrid exhales loudly, trying to relieve the pressure that had built up in her chest. "It's not that _easy." _When Gustav makes a frustrated face, she waves him off. "You'll learn." She says, before moving back into the open part of the arena.

"Is everyone okay?" She calls, and slowly the rest of her trainees' heads pop up from the sides of the arena. Most of them looked spooked, including the two apprentices.

"Astrid…" she hears a girl call weakly, and looks over to see one of her group with her foot stuck in the twisted metal bars from the fallen cage. Gods, if the nightmare had gotten to her…

Astrid goes over and helps her out, and slowly the rest of the kids climb back into the pit. But they don't look confident or comfortable, not anymore. That just goes to show how their training was far from complete.

In the end, everyone is allowed to go home early. Maybe time in the village wouldn't exactly lift their spirits, but she sure as Hel wasn't going to get any more productive work out of them (and for good reason).

Astrid goes to inspect the other doors with the two apprentices, and sees how all of the pegs had been removed. If they'd cleared the path to any of these doors, or gods forbid more than one at once, all of these dragons would have been able to break free. Thankfully the apprentices have the right tools to make more pegs, and the three of them spend the rest of the day securing the rest of the doors. If the dragons had to wait another day, that would be the price. As long as no more got free and almost ate her trainees.

The sun is setting over the horizon by the time they're done and the apprentices have packed up.

"You coming, Astrid?" One of them asks, looking at her with a worried expression. He bends over and shoulders their toolbox, but his eyes don't leave the Viking trainer.

Maybe Astrid was a bit rattled, too. She hadn't been ready for such an attack, but… she should have been faster on her feet. She had the most information of all of them, and still she didn't use it to her advantage. She should have at least considered the idea that Hiccup would have messed with the cages.

Especially now, she needs to go talk to the chief. All suspicion be damned.

But she doesn't really want to walk down the hill with the two other young Vikings and have them curiously stare at her the whole way down. People were just so… nosy. Especially now, when the only popular topics in the village was either gossip or imminent destruction by dragon's fire.

"I'm just going to do one last round, make sure all the doors are secure." She decides out loud, thumbing over her shoulder at the arena. "If we have to come back here tomorrow… I want to make sure it'll be safe for everyone."

The apprentices consent without arguing, and grab their stuff as they begin the trek down the hill. Astrid watches their heads disappear over the hillside before going back to the arena. She climbs inside, no longer bothering with the door, and checks the pegs on every bolt on every door. She combs by every piece one by one, and it's pretty dark by the time she's satisfied enough to climb out again.

She ends up hoisting herself back up onto the wall on the way out, but pauses before she can plant her feet again on the ground.

Everything was going to change when she told Stoick. Maybe not immediately, but things would definitely change. Hiccup was an enemy Berk had never seen before (in strength and tact), and they were going to have to do things differently if they wanted to defeat him. Did that mean riding dragons? No, probably not. But they had to do something.

Astrid wondered how they'd look at her, too. She'd never so much as thought out exactly what she was going to say. There was no way she could admit to knowing about this threat as long as she actually did. They wouldn't trust her if they knew she'd been holding onto this for so long.

She looks up at the sky, at all the stars, and rubs both hands over her face. Gods, such a simple decision had never felt so complicated.

She's a heartbeat away from standing up and heading back down to Berk when the warning horns go off.

_Another raid. _Three days in a row.

Astrid can't believe what she's hearing, but the lights from the village don't lie—she can see large, solid figures swooping in and out and blocking the glow from the village, and those can only be dragons. A sudden, flaming gronckle blast lights up the sky before plummeting back down to earth like a meteorite.

Astrid is on her feet. In the entrance to the arena, there were weapons lined on the inside walls. There wasn't going to be time to think about Hiccup tonight. She'd find herself a good axe or sword or mace, and she'd be fighting along her people for this battle.

She's practically skidding on the cobblestone as she sprints around the arena, sliding into the wide entranceway full of weapons. Her hands close around the thing on the closest wall: a pretty wicked looking dagger, and she reaches to the left for a shield when… a sound in closer proximity than the rest.

She can hear the sounds of the fighting below pretty well from the hilltop, but a sudden noise makes Astrid freeze mid-reach. It's a near-silent swoosh, something most Vikings with weaker instincts wouldn't have noticed. And that was the whole point, wasn't it?

Nightfuries were meant to be silent.

But no, no way. What were the chances?

She leans over, just slight enough that she doesn't even have to move her feet, and peeks into the open arena space from the hallway.

"Come on, what did I tell you?" _Hiccup. _From where she's standing she can only see a pair of boots and Toothless' black claws perched in the wall, but who else could it be?

"And my father always said a man's work is the one he does himself." Toothless seems to hum in agreement. With never-before-seen agility, Hiccup skids down the side of the wall. He was in the arena. He was _here. _

Astrid tightens her grip on the knife. She should go out there now, when she had the chance and the weapon. But strategy dictates she wait a few seconds longer, at least to know what he was doing here.

He keeps talking, but not loud enough for her to make out. In the darkness she can see his outline approaching the enclosure doors, inspecting them and probably seeing all the pegs replaced. From the dull light of the stars she can see he's taken his helmet off.

Toothless hums again.

"I had a feeling she'd figure it out, too." Hiccup says loud enough for Toothless to hear him. "But at least they got us this far. And she probably won't even notice the dragons are gone until they're _long _gone."

Toothless makes another noise.

"I'm not _prolonging_ _anyth_—you know what, we'll talk about this at home. Just, would you get the pulley, please?"

The pulley. The only way to open the dragon cages were by the pulley system that was controlled from the outside. He was going to let the rest of the dragons out.

Toothless sounds like he's whining, and Hiccup turns to look up at his dragon. It's still so dark, she can barely see the outline of his body, but he's almost facing in her direction. Curiosity grips her for a moment. She wants to see his face.

She leans back, even more slightly, trying to get a good glimpse while still not revealing herself in the tunnel. Her foot grinds ever so slightly against the ground as she twists.

She should have known better; Toothless hears her. In an instant the dragons leaps into the pit, growling and bowing his head in her direction. He's far away still but she can clearly see his eyes illuminated in the darkness, the slight slits of pupils that signaled he meant business. The dragon could easily pounce and strike from this distance.

Hiccup scrambles with his helmet, almost comically, before plunking it on his head and squaring himself in her direction. "Who's there?"

Not seeing any other choice, Astrid steps forward into the arena. Toothless' growl deepens and he as well takes a step forward towards Astrid.

"Astrid." Hiccup says, his voice sure and so unlike the one she's heard a moment before arguing with his dragon. After a moment of silence she realizes he's not going to say anything else.

She takes another step forward. She had thought about this moment as much as any other, and now that they were face-to-face again she had no idea what she was supposed to do. She'd seen, directly and indirectly, exactly what he could do. He'd almost gotten her and her trainees killed, and it didn't seem to bother him. He was destroying Berk as they spoke. She guessed the best option was the old Viking fallback.

"Fight me," She says just loudly enough. She had no choices.

She can hear the smirk on his voice. "Really? You don't remember what happened the last time?"

Astrid decides not to respond, and he looks like he's mulling it over. What he had to gain, what he had to lose. But she couldn't tell by his stature alone what he was thinking.

He finally moves, looking over at Toothless. "I'll meet you down in the village after."

Toothless' intimidating stance loosens up as he raises his head and looks over at Hiccup like '_Really?'. _

"Just go, I won't be that long."

Astrid feels a spark in the pit of her stomach. Like Hel she was going to let him beat her twice at her own game.

When Toothless finally climbs out of the pit and away, Hiccup rolls his head in her direction. "Are you sure about this? I feel like you're underestimating me."

Astrid doesn't respond, just raises her knife, but then hesitates knowing the weapon won't make it a fair fight.

He shrugs. "Keep it." And then he's running at her, much faster than she could ever remember him doing and she's swinging the knife, much out of instinct than anything else.

But even as she's mid-swing, she already knows it's a mistake. He leans back, dodging the arc of the knife and grabbing her elbow. He twists her arm, forcing the knife out of her hand and throwing her weight off balance, sending Astrid tumbling onto her back. Now he's sitting on her stomach again in this oh-so-familiar position from that night at the cove. He holds the knife by her face.

"I warned you," he muses aloud. His voice is annoyingly smug.

Astrid doesn't say anything. Her arms are free, but the knife is too close for comfort.

"I also told you to leave, and you didn't _listen_." He brings the tip of the blade even closer to her face. "I'll tell you one last time, just because you made this fight so easy for me: leave Berk, Astrid. Leave or I won't hesitate to kill you the next time I see you."

Astrid still says nothing, not really wanting to push her luck with that knife so close to her face. She can barely see his eyes behind the mask, and it frustrates her that she can't read him while he's like this. (A part of defeating the enemy is knowing the enemy… Not that she could excuse her poor fighting choices on that).

He stands up and tosses the knife in the sand far enough away so that she couldn't get to it quickly. Stepping over her side, he makes his way to the door.

She should have given up at this point, but there was no way Astrid was going to let him get away, not while she might have a chance to end this war before it even became a war. He was being cocky, turning his back to her like that. He was underestimating _her._

Astrid rolls over a few times, finding her way to the knife. As soon as she wraps her hand around the blade, she throws the knife with the precise accuracy of a warrior who hadn't missed a target in ten years.

He beats her to the punch, rotating quickly enough to raise his arm and use the leather cuff of his armor to block the knife. The blade bounces off the suit easily, clattering to the ground at his feet.

"Didn't we just talk about this?" He asks her, tilting his head to the side.

"I can't let you continue this, Hiccup. Everything you're fighting for, it's wrong!" She says more than loud enough for him to hear.

"You don't know the half of what I'm fighting for."

"Then why can't you explain yourself?" Astrid grinds out.

"All you need to know is that you need to leave."

The next moment is silent, a standoff, Astrid trying to decide exactly what her next move should be. She couldn't let him get away, especially if it meant he would continue his tirade. Her village and Berk was her everything right now, and she had to protect it. Even if that meant within the means of her life, Viking style.

"Then you're going to have to kill me."

He sighs, taking a moment before looking down and hooking the toe of his boot under the dagger by his feet. He kicks it forward, so it skids towards Astrid. One hand reaches for the straps on his arm while the other grabs something by his belt and Hiccup pulls out a pair of identical knives, both with ridged edges and angled tips in a design that Astrid had never seen before. He nods towards the knife on the floor.

"I've learned a thing or two in the past few years," He says to her as she carefully grabs the dagger and climbs to her feet. "But I'm still giving you the chance to walk away."

Astrid doesn't speak, responding instead by raising her knife.

His charge is fast, but this time Astrid is prepared for the speed of his strike. She plays at defense, dodging under and around the twin blades, just to get a feel of having to watch for two weapons instead of one. She notes how he swings more dominantly with his left than his right.

Her dagger has yet to meet his, and as she jumps back a considerable distance she can see he's not even close to tired. With the limited light and darkness of the mask, she can't even see his eyes underneath. What she wouldn't give to get—

He leaps forward abruptly, catching Astrid off guard and forcing her to move out of instinct. As his left hand comes down predictably higher, she raises her own blade to block his swing. Before his other knife has the change to chop her arm off, Astrid jumps up against the pressure of the left knife to kick her legs full-force into his stomach.

(He may have been the one to twist her arm, but she was the one to use it first, after all).

Hiccup flies backwards, dropping one of his knives to keep his balance as he skids across the dirt on his feet.

"Not bad," He says, but it sounds condescending and nibbles away a little bit more at Astrid's stomach.

She runs at his instead, leading with her knife but feigning it at the last second to bring her leg up to give him a face-full of yak boot. Her kick is high, it should be just high enough to catch his neck but it also happens to be just high enough for him to duck under. While her leg's coming back around he runs an arm under hers and grabs her opposite shoulder, using the momentum of her own kick to spin her around so they stop moving in a weird kind of hug.

Astrid feels her knife touch chainmail, and for a second she thinks she may have had him beat. Her knife was just a good shove away from removing a kidney. Then she feels his hands on her face and jaw, and finally notices the position he'd put them in. (He must have dropped the other knife somewhere).

One quick move and he could snap her neck. Even if she stabbed him first, he'd probably have enough energy left to kill her while they were standing so close like this.

Astrid can't see his face, barely able to get a glimpse of the side of his head in her periphery. Not moving, barely breathing, the realization of her imminent death is dawning in her mind. He'd said he would kill her.

But still, seconds pass and no one has done anything. What was he waiting for? She considers driving the knife into his side and getting it over with. Very slowly, she angles the knife upwards against him.

If he notices he doesn't show it. "Are you going to kill me or what?" She asks pointedly.

Hiccup breathes out heavily. "What do you want from me, Astrid?" Each word sounds laboured.

A twist and an upward thrust would be just enough to maybe get him off her. But the sudden possibility of answers makes her freeze her blade. "I want the _truth._" She says it with more acid than she meant to.

He abruptly throws her back, Astrid landing heavily on her rear. She's in shock for just a second, not entirely sure why he'd just let her go. He'd shown himself to be ruthless, time and again. Why now…?

She looks up and his back is to her, hands intertwined behind his head as he appeared to be forcing his face to look at the ground.

But he'd said…

Astrid realizes she still has the knife in her hand. She could easily throw it and end this all right now. He didn't look like he would be able to stop it in time, not in the position he'd put himself in and with the distance between them. But instead she pauses, curiously nagging at her as to _why_ he hadn't killed her. She discreetly tucks the knife underneath her legs.

One of Hiccup's hands fall as the other reaches back to grip the base of the helmet. With one quick tug, he pulls the helmet off and tosses it to the side. It rolls and stops a few feet away.

No helmet… no mask… she can see his hair more clearly, how much longer it had gotten since they were kids. He turns his head and looks over his shoulder at her, but the darkness won't allow her to get any more than a sliver of a profile.

Was he…?

He rolls his shoulder once, then turns around to face her.


	6. The Boy Speaks Out

**A/N: Well... I know it's been a while. After my last update, it was just prom and exams and now work and I've had no time. But anyway... to anon sumi, don't you worry, I have no plans on abandoning this story. I spent waaay too much time mapping it out to leave it, not to mention I don't want to let you guys down. Anyway...**

**So a lot of you have made some very educated guesses on the nature of, well, let's say Hiccup's face after all those years. I just wanted to say, although you may not see it now, a lot of you guys are very close to correct ;) Stay tuned, and thank you for your patience.**

* * *

><p>Astrid wasn't sure what to expect—her instincts, she'd decided a long time ago, were perfect. But now she was starting to realize that her instincts only took her as far as the meatheaded Vikings she dealt with every day. Her instincts didn't go as far as this boy. She had no idea what to expect from him.<p>

Because now he's looking right at her, chin raised defiantly and stance tense. And his face—although more rugged, it was still the one she remembered from five years ago… and she suddenly wondered if it would have been to her benefit to never see behind the mask after all. This boy looked too familiar, and too human to ever be someone that was supposed to be her enemy.

Then came the rush as Astrid's memory struggled to keep up. It was trying to figure him out, see where he aged and decide how all of Hiccup's awkward features had somehow meshed together to make this updated version of his face. She remembered his messy teeth and unruly hair and the faint scar on his chin that just caught the moonlight. And she sees something else, one thing she didn't remember from before, but he turns his head quickly before she can really gauge the mark.

"Is this what you want?" He says weakly.

She doesn't know what to say back so says nothing and waits for him to do something.

After a moment he touches his fingers to his forehead, his eyes downcast. "I…I may have owed you a warning, but I don't owe you this. Just…" But he doesn't finish the thought, instead walking over a scooping up his helmet. He tucks it under his arm, and once again makes his way for the door.

He was going to walk out. No. Hel, no.

Astrid stands up, grabbing the knife and holding it at her side as she followed after him.

"You can't just walk away!" She yells as she stalks after him. "I want an explanation!"

He abruptly stops walking. "Drop the knife, Astrid."

"What?"

He spins around to look at her. "I said drop the knife!" He looks angry, his voice finding a dangerous tone she'd never heard him use before.

She almost surprises herself as she feels the blade slip from between her fingers and hit the sand.

"Gods," He growls. "You're just like the rest of them! Stupid and stubborn and selfish!"

Astrid exhales loudly, her sense of entitlement and natural Viking stupidity making it hard for her to see she shouldn't be aggravating him. "At least I'm not a _traitor."_

"You don't know anything, Astrid. You don't know the world; you've barely ever left the island! Everything you know is from here—" He points in one direction then the next, "—to there, how can you understand what's right and what's wrong?"

"I don't need to travel the world to know that it's wrong to kill your family!"

Hiccup looks like he's either going to burst into laughter or burst into tears (probably a combination of the two,) and he smirks at her while he shakes his head. "I was never accepted here. Not a day in my life. Not by you, not by my father, not by anyone. If this tribe is my family, why is it that I never felt like I was wanted around?"

She wanted to speak, wanted to put out what she knew was a futile argument, because he was right. Berk had rejected Hiccup when he was just a kid… how could she have expected him to hold any loyalty to it? But then, had he really come to the point where he felt the need to exact revenge?

"You, them, all Vikings are never going to change." His tone is calm again, and Astrid forces herself just to listen. "And… that's the way it is, it's the way it's always been here. I was stupid to think anyone could change. But the dragons, they shouldn't have to pay for your ignorance. This was their home long before it became ours.

"If Vikings can't learn, Astrid, then they have to leave. Otherwise, nobody wins and everybody dies."

That's why Hiccup's army hadn't completely destroyed Berk at their every opportunity—he was trying to get the Vikings to leave by destroying their roots on the island. That's why he kept coming back, night after night, never taking food because that's not what they were after. He was trying to flush them out.

But even so, even with his logic, he was making a mistake. "You're wrong, Hiccup." She says, matching his tone and trying to add a hint of compassion. "Berk can change; you've just lost faith in it. The Hiccup I knew would have never wanted to fight to solve problems."

Her words don't seem to affect him as he continues to smirk. "You were all pretty relieved to stop hearing from the Beserkers, weren't you?" He says. "Don't you ever wonder what got them going?"

Did Stoick even know about the Outcasts and their dragon academy? Did any of you have any idea about Drago Bludvist, either? He didn't just attempt to train dragons—he had any army, and was only a couple islands away from arriving here. Do you really think this island would still be here if I hadn't stepped in?"

"Stepped in…?" Astrid had to ask, even when she already knew the answer.

His eyes get darker. "I took care of them. The rest are gone, they got the message loud and clear. I was merciful, not allowing Berk to be destroyed. But like I've done already, I will break this place if I have to."

How could this be the same person she'd known years ago, the one that wouldn't kill a dragon and couldn't hold a sword upright? What could have turned him into this person that just wanted death?

"Vikings _can _change, Hiccup, I know we can! You have to give us a chance; you can't think that just the one time will be enough for them! Hiccup…!"

But he's already leaving, back turned to her as she pleads after him. She calls his name again, but he doesn't turn back. What decided that he got to be the one to end the conversation?

She walks after him. "The people of Berk don't know all this! How can they know what you're trying to do? They deserve to know why you're doing this!"

He suddenly takes off running, sprinting out the uncaged door, and even as Astrid attempts to catch up, she already knows it's too late as she hears the familiar sound of wings flapping in the distance. Astrid tries reaching for her knife, but realizes she left it on the floor.

Once again, he'd left her. And once again, with so much to think about and so many questions.

She had to tell someone, put it out there or try to kill him before he could destroy their home. But he made a good point… a really good point… were the Vikings not just at fault for this war? It was true, the two species would eventually just wipe each other out. He was right—something had to be done.

But she couldn't give up on Berk. _He _was still the threat that needed to be dealt with. Even with this new information… if she couldn't convince him, she still had to stop him.

Astrid allows herself to fall back and sit on the ground. She tucks her head between her knees, completely exhausted.

.

.

.

For the first time in Berk's recent history, the island woke up to a stroke of good luck in the face of the previous night's destruction—rain. Well, not just any old drizzle, a very classic Berk torrential downpour. Most of the village spent the morning tying down anything and everything that could float away if the streets flooded again.

But after that—ultimate freedom. Dragons were notoriously known for lying low during stormy weather, which meant Berk would have a wider window to repair their broken home (Even in the rain, the extra time was better than nothing).

While the island was hard at work outside, Astrid had gathered her trainees in the Great Hall for their previously rescheduled lesson on changewing venom. But the kids still weren't having it, reminiscing about the night before and the rumour that Snoutlout had killed a monstrous nightmare.

"It was in-sane!" One of the kids is whispering (not so discreetly) as Astrid lectured, ducking his head down as he talked to Gustav beside him. "I saw all the guts and everything!"

"Blaze, Gustav," Astrid says warningly, shooting a glare down the table to the two troublemakers. "Can you _please _just focus on the lesson?"

"_Come oooon, _Astrid!" Gustav moans, flopping forward on the table. "How can you expect us to pay attention to this nonsense when there's real fighting to get done!"

The other kids murmur in agreement.

"I thought you said we could fight in the next raid!" Blaze adds in.

"I wanted to kill a nightmare!" Gustav whines.

Astrid wondered how the kids could do it all day long. Think about the same damn thing and have the same damn conversation with her every other day. All they wanted to do was kill, kill, and kill. Didn't they ever get bored?

"I told you I would speak to the chief about participating in the next raid," Astrid says. "I never said we would actually do it until I got permission."

"Well, did you ask permission?" Gustav asks, looking up at her with pleading eyes. "The village needs us!"

Astrid exhales heavily. "I will _inquire._ Now can we please focus on the lesson?" She says, motioning to Book of Dragons in front of her. They still had another 27 venoms to go.

The kids looked like they were about to protest when the doors to the Great Hall fly open, making way for a dozen or so damp—but loud—Vikings. The first crowd in for dinner, no less. The light from outside looks near-twilight through the clouds; they must have been reviewing the lesson for longer than she thought.

The trainees look up at her hopefully, coming up with the same conclusion Astrid did, and all she can do is shrug before they scramble from the table and take off out the doors. Astrid sighs, packing up the books and charts as more Vikings filter into the hall from the rain.

It was better off this way, she decided. She needed to get rid of the kids to be able to psych herself up for what she was going to do. She hadn't found the exact words yet, but… she was going to tell the group about Hiccup.

Yes, maybe they would be horrible at keeping the secret. But she did trust them, and she knew that if anyone would be able to help her with this problem, it would be them. For whatever little it was worth, their group had known Hiccup better than anyone else in the village.

She just had to hope they'd be willing to help her.

"Hey, Astrid." Snoutlout is standing over the table, fists on hips and chest jutting out like it had been all morning after his infamous kill. "How's it going?"

She looks up from the books and barely opens her mouth before he cuts her off.

"Okay, that's great, now let's talk about me!" He says, pulling out a chair before sitting down across from her. "Did you _hear _about the dragon I killed last night?" His tone suggested he thought she already did, and still he continued. "It was epic—no, legendary."

"That's great, Snoutlout."

"And the best part is, if Ruffnut wasn't already in love with me before, now she totally will be."

"Do you know where the others are?"

"I mean, come on, I'm the total package!"

"…"

"She's gotta be insane not to see all this!"

Astrid says nothing, instead allowing him to continue on his rant while she waited for the rest of the group to gather. If anything, the white noise coming from Snoutlout's mouth was helping to keep her grounded as her mind took off in worry. She was risking so much more than just a secret.

By the time everyone else had shown up, the slit of light filtering through the door faded to black and the downpour had progressed into an all-out storm. Not to mention the Great Hall had become extra packed with Vikings hoping to escape the thunder and lightning for some company. But at least the busier it was the less attention would be paid to them.

"—and that's how I decided, instead of bathing I should embrace the natural fish smell." Tuffnut finished proudly another one of his gods-awful fishing stories. "It's like my new signature scent."

"I gotta tell you, buddy, I didn't think you could smell any worse than you did before this." Snoutlout says. "But I was wrong."

But while everyone else is talking, Astrid can sense Fishlegs sneaking looks up at her every few minutes. She didn't blame him, considering his last few attempts to talk to her had gone so awry. She couldn't chicken out now; if she didn't say anything he was going to. At least if she was the one to break the news she'd be able to control their reactions.

"Guys," Astrid says very suddenly, hitting her hands against the wood and making the dishes shake. It's a bit of a dramatic move, but at least it makes everyone fall silent.

Everyone sitting at the table is giving her a strange (but still predictable) look. Fishlegs was looking at her curiously, as he often did about everything. Snoutlout was smirking, probably not paying attention like usual and thinking about something else. The twins looked utterly confused—but they often did, so it was kind of a normal look.

Astrid briefly wonders if they will ever look at her the same after she tells them about Hiccup.

Then she spills everything. She starts with seeing Toothless in the village and seeing the dragon rider. Then about meeting him the cove, and fighting him, and what he'd said to her. She explains about the arena and going back again and not finding him. By the time she reaches their previous meeting just a few days ago, she's captured their attention entirely, even when Astrid can barely hear herself over the growing noise of the hall.

She tells them about everything they talked about at the arena—and how he didn't kill her when he was going to. How he was trying to protect them while destroy them at the same time. She hadn't meant to… but as the finished the story Astrid realizes she _had _told them everything.

And for a second not recorded in history, the entire group is silent at once.

Snoutlout looks stunned. "That… that has to be a lie."

"Why would I make it up?"

"Because…" He's spluttering. "Because…"

"Are you _sure _it was him?" Fishlegs cuts him off.

"I saw his face. He knows us… it's him."

"We can't sit by here if Hiccup is going to destroy Berk," Fishlegs says, and everyone else, in their stark serious, nods.

"Can we fight a dragon rider? We can barely get the dragons." Snoutlout says.

"There's got to be a way." Tuff jumps in. "It can't be _that _different from killing a regular dragon. There's just an extra target on the top."

"Yea, but he beat _Astrid._" Ruff points out. "She's one of the best on the island."

"But it won't be just me; it'll be all of us."

Snoutlout shakes his head. "I still can't believe it. Hiccup may have been out of his mind, but he'd never be this crazy. This is just downright evil."

"You have to believe it." Astrid says. "It's all we've got."

Ruffnut looks more series than she ever has in her entire life. "Why didn't you just tell Stoick?"

Astrid runs a nervous hand back through her hair. "I just… didn't you guys ever realize they never told us what happened after they captured his dragon? They took off with it, Hiccup disappeared and we never heard of either since. I feel like, I don't know, Stoick wouldn't deal with this." She shakes her head. "I know it sounds like I'm being paranoid, but I feel like there's a part of the story we missed."

"That's paranoid." Tuff snorts.

"If this becomes public, maybe everyone can fight." Fishlegs says.

Astrid shakes her head. "If this becomes public, there will be total mayhem. He's been in the village, multiple times I'm sure, and I can prove it. He'll know exactly what's going on and what we're planning if he can just come in and out undetected. And if he knows our moves he could stop the village's plans. People will start turning against each other… At least if we keep it amongst ourselves, we have a way of catching him off guard."

When no one says anything, Astrid continues. "If I can count on you guys… we need to make a plan." She looks at them all, provides a level stare in hopes they will see her reason and help her. It was all she had left.

Fishlegs looks like he's about to speak when the doors to the Great Hall fly open with enough ferocity to send the room into silence.

A pair of Vikings come rushing through the doors. "DRAGONS OUTSIDE!" They only have to yell once before the hall escalates into an uproar as yelling Vikings and scraping chairs as the hordes inside begin to scramble together to filter outside. Despite the quick actions everyone seems a little bit confused—dragons weren't supposed to come out in the rain.

The group swivels in Astrid direction, their gaze asking the obvious: _Is Hiccup here? Did he bring the dragons?_

Of course Astrid couldn't say _for sure, _but she nods anyway and stands up, prompting the rest of the group to gather their weapons and follow as she makes for the door.

Has Hiccup really brought dragons in the middle of the storm? Could his streak of destruction not wait a few days?

Sure enough, as Astrid pushes her way outside she sees them—not attacking, but deliberately circling overhead. She'd seen a number of dragon underbellies in her lifetime, but this one was hard to identify at first. She inhales sharply as she realizes—skrill, maybe a dozen or so. They were one of Berk's most elusive dragons; no one had seen a live one in twenty years.

Despite the heavy rain, everyone is watching the sky and the skrill. Men are running to the catapults and distributing swords, but as the minutes tick by and nothing happens.

"What's going on?" Ruffnut leans over a whispers. "Why aren't they attacking?"

Astrid can't tear her eyes away from the dragons. "I don't know… but he's planning something." Her head suddenly snaps down. "Do you think this is just meant to be a distraction?"

Ruff looks bewildered. "What could be a bigger threat than a dozen skrill? He can't have anything worse than this."

"He must be in the village. He must be—I don't know—looking for something. We have to find him."

Astrid motions to the side, hoping to direct the group out of earshot so they could speak. If he were here, in Berk right now, they may be able to catch him if they worked together.

The crowd makes a noise—one of the skrill leaves the rotating circle, drifts out into the middle and hovers, face pointed downwards at the village. It screams once, and a terrifying blast of pure lightning shoots from its mouth and hits the top of a building.

The group looks frantic as they huddle together. "We need to split up, now." Astrid says as they huddle together.

"We need to take cover, now!" Stoick is yelling above the crowd, waving his arms to try and direct the Vikings. "We will be safe in the Great Hall!"

People don't need to be told twice—the Vikings start moving back inside, running to houses to grab belongings or children. It's as close to a panic as Astrid has ever seen since the speed stinger incident. The village starts to fall in together, gathering near the doors of the Great Hall as they wait to get inside.

"Where do we look?" Snoutlout asks, watching the people escaping the rain.

"The arena." Astrid says confidently. "He wants to free the rest of the dragons. Maybe his house, although it was pretty cleaned out. The armoury, maybe. Anywhere—"

"Incoming!" Someone yells, and everyone looks up just in time to see: a dragon is dive-bombing the village, flying downward at incredible speed. But this one is smaller and darker than the skrill still in the sky. Just before it enters the range where Vikings could start throwing things it juts its wings out, gliding over the entire crowd before landing around fifty feet away from any people.

"Oh my gods," Fishlegs squeaks.

Usually, the other Vikings would have attacked this dragon with fervor. But everyone is downright motionless as they see Hiccup atop his dragon, watch him climb down and pull off his helmet in one fluid motion.

The crowd gasps. The panic, the fight to get inside the Great Hall and the ominous flying skrill are forgotten as Berk takes in the image of their chief's long lost son.

Astrid is stuck, completely unsure of what to do. She'd gone all this time hiding Hiccup from the village, and now here he was for everyone to see all at once. She hadn't for a second thought he'd reveal himself after all this time.

There's movement in the crowd as Stoick pushes his way to the front. When he finally breaks the line of people, Astrid is sure she's never seen someone looking so terrified. Especially Stoick, who's gone his whole life without expressing more the bare minimum of emotion.

"Hiccup," The chief says, although she's not sure if he sounds scared or angry.

Hiccup smiles, lowering his gaze towards his father. "Hi, _D__ad._ Did you miss me?"


	7. The Girl Who Didn't Fight

**A/N: Extra-long chapter for the extra-long wait! Well, it's not that long... but it's longer than usual... so... things start to get interesting!**

* * *

><p>When no one says anything, Hiccup continues, his tone wavering from sarcastic to biting. "Because I sure as <em>Hel <em>missed you guys." He looks up and down the rows of people. "You know, I thought the welcome party would be a little bit friendlier than this."

"You—" Stoick takes a step forward, and a bolt of lightning shoots down from the sky and singes the ground not a few feet from chief. The crowd jumps back.

"I don't have time to talk, not right now. I'm just here to deliver a message." His eyes flicker very quickly over to Astrid before moving back to his father. "This is my official warning to the people of Berk. Free the dragons from the arena, and I will spare you the time you need to leave this island. Otherwise—" He looks down the row of people. "—I will show _no _mercy. My dragons will wipe this island clean."

The crowd of Vikings bursts into a quiet murmur or whispers.

Astrid looks over at Stoick, who looks absolutely stunned. She supposed it was a lot to handle; this amount of betrayal and deception made the old Norse stories sound like children fighting over a toy right before nap time.

"Hiccup," The chief starts, and when no lighting comes shooting out the heavens, he continues. "How are you alive?" But his voice is weak; nothing like the rest of Berk was used to. Between the heavy rain and the distance between them, Astrid wasn't even sure if Hiccup had heard the question.

If he did he didn't acknowledge it. "You have three days to follow through!" He announces, before retreating towards Toothless at a leisurely pace.

"No!" Stoick surges forward, but just as the lighting rains down again the crowd behind him holds on, not allowing their leader to step out into a minefield. A couple more shots hit the ground, and Hiccup looks over his shoulder to watch the commotion.

No, no, no! Astrid knew this wasn't how it was supposed to go. He was never really supposed to show himself, not until her and the group could work out a plan.

_But you were the one who told him they should know._

Shut up.

"Hiccup!" She tries yelling over the rain and the movement of the crowd. If he was showing himself now, he meant endgame. There wouldn't be any more carelessness from him, especially with Berk now on guard. This may really be her last chance to stop him.

Maybe he was only just pretending to not hear after all, because when she speaks he once again turns around and looks at her.

"It's not too late! You can still stop this, you aren't this person!" He visibly rolls his eyes, turning back towards Toothless, who looks ready to leave.

No, this wasn't going to be the end. Astrid was the fastest of all the Vikings in the village; she wasn't going to let a little dragon fire stop her.

Leaping forward, Astrid moves towards Hiccup. The skrills are hissing from up above, and within seconds they begin shooting bright spurts of lighting at her. Astrid dodges to the left, literally feeling the heat from the lightning blast. Left again, then right, she was moving so fast that she didn't even have time to think about it, just trust her instincts not to let her get fried.

Everyone is gasping and yelling behind her. Fishlegs (late, as usual) is in the middle of yelling: "Astrid, don't do that!" Hiccup hears the noise, turns around just in time for Astrid to not so much tackle but fall right into him in one final jump.

As she gets too close to Hiccup, the assault from the sky stops. He's automatically grabbing her wrists, holding her away at arm's length. People are yelling behind them.

"Don't do this," She says, loudly even though they're just feet from each other. Somehow, rage has vanished and Astrid is finding herself nearly in tears. How could this have happened to him, to them? How and where had it gone so wrong?

"I have no choice, Astrid." He says calmly but sternly.

"Yes, you do! This is crazy, we can still fix it! You believed that dragons and humans didn't have to be enemies, what happened to that?"

"There was never a discussion." He says, pushing her away, and Astrid falls back, nearly hitting the muddy ground but catching herself right before.

"Hiccup—" She begins again, but the sound of a dominant voice overpowers them all. The chief, after finally gaining his wits, speaks.

"Berk will never surrender." He says so that everyone could hear him. "We will prepare for war!" Stoick raises a hand in the air, and the entire crowd cheers, raising fists in agreement. "We will continue the fight against dragons as our ancestors have done before us!"

This was absolute insanity. Did they all realize what they were doing? In Hiccup's fight to preserve life, and Stoick's mission to do the same, did they not realize they were just tearing it all down?

Despite all that, Astrid looks over to see Hiccup smiling again. He speaks quietly to himself, something she couldn't make out over the noise of the village, but she was sure it was something morbid enough.

That's when the crowd gains enough courage, and ignoring the threat of the skrill charge at Hiccup as a collective force.

"You don't have to do this!" Astrid yells again, to everyone and anyone that could hear her, Hiccup included, but no one is listening.

The charge is futile—Hiccup is quick to get to Toothless, and even quicker to disappear into the night.

Astrid is left standing by herself, watching as the crowd continues to gear itself up, and as the skrill disappear after the nightfury. This… this was crazy.
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The group catches up with her as the crowd disperses back into their homes or to the Great Hall.

_What do we do now?_

_Do we still fight?_

_Should we still make a plan?_

_Is it worth it to continue now that everybody knows?_

_The adults will deal with it._

_Astrid, are you even listening?_

_Astrid, are you okay?_

_Astrid?_

_Astrid. _

_Astrid._

She gets sick of hearing them talk.

So she turns around and goes home, and no one questions it. Her parents were just as pumped by the chief's declaration, and were celebrating in the kitchen with a few of their friends when she got home. They want her to join them, to revel with them in war.

She goes upstairs to bed.

This whole thing, everything, it was impossible. Hiccup wouldn't give up, and Berk would never listen. Hiccup wasn't wrong, they were so stubborn—and it made Astrid wonder what the Hel she was going to do. She couldn't fight the dragons… that wasn't where the battle even lay. Stoick was being an idiot.

But then, so was Hiccup. Was he really going to kill _everyone_? Didn't that seem like a bit much? She knew he wanted to protect the dragons; but the Hiccup from years ago would have seen another way.

Astrid growls as she allows herself to sit on her bed. This was so, so, so, so stupid.

"Do you have a deathwish?"

The voice startles her, and Astrid quickly jumps up and spins around to face the window and the source of the noise. There he was, sitting on her sill with his back pressed to one side of the frame and his boots against the other.

This, this was something new. She'd always been the one seeking him out—and now he had come to her. What was he trying to prove after all this time?

But for some reason she doesn't feel threatened, she could tell by his stance already he wasn't there to fight her, so she sits back down on her bed, this time facing him. "Why are you here?"

"Well, I left in such a hurry, I didn't have time to tell you how incredibly stupid that move was."

"Which one?" She scoffs. "Running at you while the skrill shot lighting at me, or trying to convince you that genocide wasn't the answer?"

He cracks a half smile. "A bit of both, now that you mention it. The skrill thing I almost expected; but I didn't expect you to revert to words instead of actions. It's… unlike you."

"You don't know anything about me. We barely knew each other, and you left." Why was the having this conversation with him? She needed to do something…

"That's exactly what I thought. You're nothing like I expected you to be, Astrid."

"You know, there are half a dozen Vikings downstairs that would come up here and rip you to shreds if I just called." She says, voicing her thoughts out loud.

"I'd be gone by then, and you know that." He says slyly.

"Then did you come here to tell me you reconsidered anything I said?" She says it sarcastically, knowing full well he didn't have any intention to change his mind. Trying to convince him anything otherwise was pointlessness.

"Not quite."

"Would it help that I point out you're being just as stupid and stubborn as you accused Berk of being?"

"It's not the same thing."

"It is the same thing, Hiccup."

"You don't know what you're talking about, Astrid." He says, the smirk gone from his voice and replaced by something a lot darker. "You don't know."

Astrid exhales loudly, not prepared to argue. If he didn't want to tell her things, that was fine. But she wasn't going to keep talking to him if he didn't plan on any changes.

"What do you want?" Astrid says. "Because I don't want to talk to you, and I'm starting to change my mind about not immediately trying to kill you."

"You're not happy here," He says quickly, and Astrid turns in his direction. "And obviously you're not happy with me, either, but the least you can do for yourself is not to die with a bunch of people you don't even believe in."

Fury bubbles up in Astrid's throat. Partially because he pretty much insulted her, but a small fraction of anger was because he was right. She didn't want to be here. But she wasn't him—Astrid was loyal to her tribe, and she wasn't going to desert them because she disagreed with them. (Even if it was stupid).

"You're wrong," She says blatantly, allowing her anger to seep through her words. "I would never betray my home! I have to fight you," She stands up. "No matter what I think."

He raises an eyebrow at her. "You don't sound convincing."

"Oh," Astrid looks around for a weapon, but sees nothing close enough. Instead she just glowers at him. "I'm convinced."

He shrugs. "Then I'll see you in three days." He says, before sliding to the side and turning to face the night. He barely looks over his shoulder to her. "The dragons aren't evil, and I know you know that. Even if you're willing to fight them."

"_You're_ evil, I'm fighting you." Astrid hisses.

But he doesn't hear her as he's already fallen from the ledge and out of sight. Astrid wishes she had lunged at him when she'd had the chance.

The nerve! How could he say that about her, about them? Who did he think he was? He was wrong… just wrong.

(Even though there was a little part of her that really wasn't sure).
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Day one of the three days 'till doomsday starts off busy.

Astrid is up early, but apparently not as early as everyone else. The rain had ceased, and the town was in all-out preparation mode: moving food and supplies to secure storage, moving groups of children to set up beds in the great hall, sharpening everything that wasn't lodged into the ground.

Astrid spends half the morning trying to round up her trainees from the odd jobs they'd been assigned by their parents. Of course she was all-for preparation, but that didn't mean they got to skip out on their lessons. If worse came to worse, (and it seemed like it was going to), she wanted Berk's future generation to be slightly less helpless than they already were.

Of course, lessons were the last place her kids wanted to be.

"Come ooooooon, Astrid!" Gustav moans, limply holding up his sword as the other teens gather around the weapons rack to grab theirs. "I want to be in the village getting ready for the fight!"

That was the reason exactly Astrid had taken her class to the arena. It may still be crowded with metal bars, but there's enough floor space to run exercises and you'd better believe they were going to get away from the commotion of the village for at least a couple hours.

"Moving boxes isn't going to make you ready to take on a dragon, Gustav." Astrid says in response.

"But I want to set up my bunk! We were going to build a blanket fort in the Great Hall!" Gustav whines.

"No way, dude!" Blaze interjects. "Pillow fort. I thought we agreed on this?"

"Pillows are for posers, you know that the blanket fort is classic!"

"_Enough, please._" Astrid says. "Can we gather round? It's time for…" She trails off, her eyes drifting to the entrance way to the arena, where a group of a good dozen full-grown Vikings are making their way inside. And they've got weapons? Why…?

"Astrid," Stoick is leading the pack, a pretty wicked looking axe in his hands. "We're going to need you to move your class out of the arena, at least for today."

Astrid looks over the approaching group suspiciously. Any reason they were here, it couldn't be good. _And_ they wanted the group to leave? It couldn't be just a coincidence that these burly Vikings wanted to get some unneeded training in right before a giant battle.

"What's going on, chief?" Astrid asks, maybe speaking out where she wasn't supposed to.

Stoick looks over the kids. "Nothing that the children need to know about."

"Now, Stoick!" Spitelout is standing by the chief's side, nudging his arm. "They're not children anymore, they're in training! Remember when our… Well, anyway, we can't let the future of the island get soft." When Stoick doesn't say anything, he turns to the teens. "Take this as a lesson in strategy, kids: we've got no more need for the dragons, so we're going to get rid of 'em."

The group of the trainees let out an exaggerated '_oooooooh'_ at Spitelout's words.

Astrid speaks up. "But the dragons were Hiccup's condition. If you kill them now, won't that give him all the reason to come earlier?"

"_Astrid," _Stoick says sternly, motioning for her not to argue.

But Astrid kind of wants to argue. The dragons didn't deserve to die in this power struggle Stoick was having with his son. "I need the dragons for training!"

"It's not up for discussion anymore." Spitelout says. "The chief has decided."

"I don't need to be spoken for," Stoick says, and Spitelout shrinks back. "And as for the training, this takes precedent. Without a cage on the arena you can't use them anyway, and until then having this place open to our enemies is a liability. We don't succumb to weakness, and I will not have these dragons being a temptation."

"You can't do that," Astrid says.

"I need you all to leave." Stoick responds quickly, pointing his axe towards the door.

"We can't kill them! We need all the time we can get!" _And it's not right! _

"No!" Gustav speaks up, and Astrid has been so preoccupied by Stoick she's forgotten the trainees were there. For a brief second she thinks Gustav would stand up for her. "I want to stay and help! I want to kill a dragon!"

Spitelout laughs. "Look at this kid! We could teach him a thing or two!"

"I don't—"

_BOOM!_

Everyone turns quickly to the source of the noise, half of the kids jumping and falling behind Astrid in fear. Gustav's sword clatters to the ground as he yelps and tips over.

From the wooden cage just behind the group, there's now a small but messy hole punched through the middle. From the other side of the door, a dragon begins madly squawking and bumping against the barricade.

Astrid turns back to the group of older Vikings with a confused look. They should have seen what happened, but they all look just as confused as she feels. What in Thor's name was that?

_BOOM!_

This time people are pointing and yelling and Astrid sees it too: something blowing right through the cage door like a cannonball, splintering a big hole, and flying through the air over their heads and out of sight.

_BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!_

The kids scream and run for the exit (as per usual) while more projectiles explode into the arena. One of them comes flying low and nails Spitelout in the face, sending him down on the floor. Now with enough weakening holes in the door, the deadly nadder comes bursting through as well, screaming like crazy and frantically running around in the arena.

More than half the grown Vikings immediately turn towards the nadder, including Stoick. With everyone else busy, Astrid finally sees it: small and purple, with already mangy teeth and alarmingly cute eyes. A little baby nadder?

It's sitting on his behind, just looking up at her, almost smiling but she can't be sure. It was… kind of adorable.

"Die, foul beast!" Spitelout, having recovered, lunges forward with his sword, and before Astrid or the dragon can do anything, the little guy is stuck through on his blade.

Astrid can't control her gasp, or her anger as she watches Spitelout move the dead baby aside. How could he? Even after all of this, they'd be willing to kill a baby?

The deadly nadder is freaking out. It probably saw what Spitelout did, and when a Viking stupidly jumps on its back, it lets out a blast of sharp spikes from its back, nearly impaling him and sending a number of other Vikings ducking for cover as the spikes rained down around them.

Astrid dodges out of the way of a few falling spikes, and decides to head towards the exit. Her trainees are waiting by the door, ogling the battle as the Vikings take on the deadly nadder. They seem desperate to win the fight, since gods forbid the nadder get away. She can't stand what's just happening, and knows she'll do something stupid if she stayed in the arena. The nadder didn't deserve this. It just wanted to protect its babies.

"Look, look!" The adults continue to battle the nadder, but the attention from the kids shift as they point towards another baby teetering around the arena. Astrid remembers counting six explosions. One baby was dead, another was here. The other four were nowhere to be seen.

"It's kind of cute!" One boy says.

"No it's not, you idiot!" Gustav leans up and knocks his elbow against the boy's helmet, making it fall over his eyes. "It's a dragon! It's evil! If it could it would kill us all!"

Stoick slides underneath the large dragon while it's distracted, running his blade along its knees, cutting large gashes and forcing it to fall over. It was basic deadly nadder 101: the nadder had no arms and relied solely on its legs and tail for protection; take out the knees and the tail would soon follow. The deadly nadder falls over, unable to stand as it continues screaming.

The baby notices. It can't walk very well, but when it sees what's happening it hobbles towards the fight, crying and moving as fast as its little legs would allow it. Astrid has to hold herself back. Even if the mother was a threat, the baby is innocent, and if it went over there it would die. Stoick or Spitelout or any of those idiots would kill it without thinking.

She should save it, she should rescue it; it was the right thing to do.

Loyalty, Astrid. You can't be on both teams.

But when it came right down to it, she couldn't watch as mother and child met their end.
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Day two of three days 'till doomsday starts off similarly to the first.

The town is busy. Everyone is busy. Battle plans are laid out, defenses secured, and the fishing boats return with an overload of food.

Astrid's been reassigned.

(Not to a new job, she'd only be so lucky).

All plans to destroy the remaining dragons had been put on hold, at least for now. In light of recent events and the realization that the dragons could indeed lay eggs in captivity, Stoick had decided it was best they deal with one threat at a time. There were still four baby dragons loose on the island, and he wasn't going to chance even more getting out before the current ones could be dealt with.

(With the nadder dead, the nightmare escaped and the terrible terror having starved to death days ago that only left the zippleback and the gronckle in captivity, and apparently that was a manageable number. If you asked her, Astrid was sure Stoick felt guilty about the baby nadders. Something about it, she could tell he didn't like. But he didn't say anything, she didn't ask, so she went with his story.)

So now Astrid was on trap duty. Scratch that, babysitting trap duty. Somebody had to watch the teens, and somebody had to check the traps, so why not throw the two jobs together? (It was a horrible idea, she knew. If they all survived this with all their limbs intact, it would be a miracle).

The group of teens is gathered in the Great Hall, waiting for the last few late stragglers as the rest gawk over Gustav and Blaze's pillow-blanket hybrid fort. It _was_ pretty awesome.

Unlike usual, the Great Hall is full of bustling people dodging each other as the preparation continues, and suddenly amongst the noise Astrid hears her name being called and looks up to see Ruff and Tuff running her way.

"Finally we found you," Tuff says.

"Aren't you two supposed to be on the fishing boats right now?" she asks.

Ruff shrugs. "Well, we _were. _But then they told us we were," She makes finger quotes. "—'inefficient' and should just stay in the village."

"Like, we only had that fish fight once. Fourteen times, tops." Tuff adds in.

"And the scauldron only showed up a couple of times, and Yosef's burns all healed, so we don't see the problem, but whatever." Ruff continues.

"So we wanted to tell you, maybe Fishlegs and Snoutlout are busy, but that doesn't mean the three of us can't try and stop Hiccup before the fight." Tuffnut says. "Regular fighting is one thing, but we can't let him steal our home. That's not cool."

That was something she wanted to hear two days ago, before all of this commotion. "As much as I'd love to, guys, what can we do? He's not coming back, and by the time he does it'll be too late." She'd all but given up on seeing Hiccup again until two days from now.

"But just like you said, he'd come back if we had something he cared about."

Astrid shakes her head. "There's no way. All of that stuff is gone. The only thing he cares about enough is his dragons, and he's not coming back for those until tomorrow." A stomach flop at the memory.

"Well," Ruff and Tuff both share a sideways look. "What about you?"

Another stomach flop, this one backflipping up her throat. "M-me?" Her tone sounds a lot more horrified than she'd wanted it to. "Why me?"

"Well, I mean, Hiccup had, like, the biggest crush on you when we were kids." Ruffnut says. "You really never noticed?"

_Of course _she'd noticed. Hiccup had possessed many unviking-like qualities when he was younger, but a lack of subtlety wasn't one of them. She'd always known. But then she flashes back to that day she discovered Toothless in the woods and everything that had happened, and she'd always been too embarrassed to talk about it.

Now, she supposes, there was no harm in telling the truth. "I… had no idea."

"And you guys have talked a few times this year, maybe he still likes you!" Ruff says.

Just the idea of that makes her cringe. She wasn't some kind of bait he was going to come for. Whatever he felt for her in the past was the past, family ties superseded any crush, and Hiccup had even managed to cleanly cut those. This would just be a giant joke.

"I don't…" Astrid begins, but doesn't know how to finish. "That's stupid. He's not coming here. Not for me, not for anything."

"We have to try—!"

"No." Astrid says harshly, probably harder than she needs to. Maybe it was a good idea, maybe it would have worked years ago, but this was pointless. "He'd only ever come for a dragon."

"Then we'll try something else." Tuff says just as roughly. Maybe she is underestimating the twins. "If—if Hiccup is all you say he is, and he's all he's shown he is, then we can't tackle this the same way our parents did. There's got to be another way."

Astrid looks over at her trainees. If she has to choose, if she has to be honest, there is no solution. Hiccup is powerful, but he's wrong. Stoick isn't even close to as powerful, but he's also wrong. There's no one to side with, and no perspective to take. All that's left to do is defend life. And right now, at this moment, that means her family and her trainees. She has to prepare them.

"I've got to go, guys." She says, looking back at the twins. They seem disappointed. "Maybe we can talk about this later, but right now, I've got to go."

She calls her kids over, and they grab their gear in order to leave.
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"I think we're going the wrong way."

"No way! This is right, I remember, I studied the map!"

About an hour in, and Astrid is strongly regretting having paired herself up with Gustav and Blaze. They're arguing like a married couple (which they kind of were ever since they built the fort together), and it was driving her up the wall (or more appropriately, the blanket)).

She'd paired everyone up and assigned them to a piece of the forest, making sure they checked over the area and all the traps. There were four dragons somewhere on the island, and it was better off they split up now while they were still babies. Of course if she'd allowed Gustav and Blaze to go off on their own, she'd probably never see them again.

Thus, she was here.

"You guys are both wrong," Astrid motions forward. "The next trap is straight ahead this way."

"No way!"

"Yea, no way!"

"I set them myself," Astrid grinds out. "I think I know where they are."

"But Blaze _studied_ for this. When have you ever met a smart person that was wrong?" Gustav says.

"Yea, when?" Blaze adds.

Astrid shakes her head. "That's not at all how that works. Keep walking, we're almost there."

"Notunlesswebeatyouthere!" Gustav yells so fast she almost misses it, and before she can react the pair sprint off into the woods, absolutely going in the wrong direction.

Astrid stops mid-stride. "BLAZE, GUSTAV! GET BACK HERE!" But the forest goes quiet around her, and she briefly wonders to herself why she didn't just leave the troublesome pair at home in their fort.

She continues the walk alone, grumbling to herself, until finally coming upon the small clearing she'd set up the dragon trap. And as to be expected: no Blaze, no Gustav. Idiots. (She hoped she wasn't like this in her youth, but once again she had a feeling that she was).

That's when she realizes the trap (Unlike the first half-dozen they'd checked that day) isn't empty. There was a sky-blue baby nadder hanging in a net, whining as it struggled to fight free. But of course, it was no use for the small dragon. That net was meant to hold dragons a lot bigger and stronger, let alone this little guy.

When it finally sees her it starts whimpering even more, thrashing in order to get free.

This… this was unexpected. She hasn't planned what they would do if they got this far. Would they take it back to the village or just kill it here? She runs her hand up the shaft of her axe. It felt silly to take the weapon at the time.

No one was around… maybe…

"Astrid!" Gustav's voice breaks her from her train of thought. The sound is very distant; he was quite a ways away. "_Okay, _so maybe we were wrong! Are you out there?"

Astrid doesn't respond. No one would have to know, and she'd be able to give this baby a chance. It didn't deserve to die, that was clear.

"Astrid? Astrid? Did you find the trap?"

She could cut it down, and take it back to the village without anyone seeing her. Or bring it to the beach, somewhere where they didn't keep traps and nosy Vikings were poking around. But no, this thing couldn't fend for itself. It would starve before it could learn how to fly.

"HELLO?" Gustav calls.

Could she take care of it herself? Was that crazy enough?

She had to try. She didn't have to come up with a plan right now, but she had to try. She couldn't sit in the sidelines of this.

So she goes over to the rope's pulley, and cuts it through with her axe. The net falls to the ground, landing with a thud, and the startled baby dragon fights harder against the trap.

"Did you hear that?" Blaze, not too far away now.

"Yea, it came from over there! I bet it's a dragon!"

Astrid drops her weapon and grabs the net. It's strung like a sack around the tiny nadder, which was probably better off until she figured out what to do with it. The thing looks terrified, staring up at her and whining.

"There, there! I think we found it!"

She had to go, now.

Astrid tosses the net over her shoulder, probably too rough considering there was a living creature in it, and takes off in a run in the opposite direction of Gustav's voice.

Unfortunately, she doesn't make it very far.

Before she can react, there's something grabbing onto her arm. And lifting her into the air.

_Gods, not this again!_

"HICCUP!" She screams, looking over at the large black claw that was holding her firmly in the air. They were getting higher and higher, rising above the treeline. "PUT ME DOWN!"

He leans over Toothless' side, on the opposite of where the dragon was holding her arm. "Give me the nadder, and we'll call it even!"

"NO!" she screams, swinging forward and nearly, _nearly, _kicking him in the face.

"Oh, come on!" He says teasingly. "I promise I'll put you back down on the ground, not a tree this time! Just put the net in Toothless' claw!"

Astrid looks down at the ground, which is slowly becoming farther and farther away. She would undoubtedly die from a drop like this. In her free hand, the net with the baby nadder swings in the wind. Something like this would freak out any other Vikings… unfortunately for him, she'd already had this experience.

"If you don't put me down, I'll drop the whole thing!"

Her threat doesn't seem to affect him. "You're bluffing!"

"I will so! It's just a—a stupid dragon!"

He smirks. "Alright, fine. Go ahead."

Dammit. This would have worked on any other Vikings… unfortunately for her, he knew when she was bluffing.

When she doesn't do anything, he smiles. "I thought so." And as he speaks they start to fly forward, fast, towards the water only a few kilometers away. Even with her killer grip, Astrid is struggling to hold onto the sack with the dragon in it against the wind. She couldn't do this forever,and did he really want the nadder to fall?

As Astrid watches them cross the beach and fly out over the open water, she feels herself starting to panic.

She was at his mercy. UGHH!


	8. The Girl in the Trap

**A/N: Agk, hi guys. I really wanted to upload another chapter sooner, and I literally worked on this every day, but it just took FOREVER. I'm still not totally happy with it, but I can't be so choosy. I feel like I must address some readers' concerns, so:**

**-Yea, I kind of did kill Stormfly. Whoops. But if we're being practical about it, there's a good chance Stormfly didn't make it five years anyway, being captive and all. So... yea.**

**-A couple people asked when the Hiccstrid is going to start! Ha ha, I know it feels like it's taking forever. The good news is, it starts now :) Maybe it's not prominent at first, but I've kind of got to transition them from fighting to working together to relationship. And I'm sure a lot of you guys are going to read this chapter and think I'm a total liar, BUT I'M TELLING YOU, this is the start. (Whoot whoot).**

* * *

><p>Astrid is a warrior. She'd fought outcasts, berserkers, and almost every kind of dragon alive in years past. She'd practically led Berk through the smothering smokebreath infestation years ago. She was feared and respected by a lot of people, all at the age of twenty.<p>

So _why_ did she feel so terrified as Hiccup flew them out over the water?

This wasn't the first time, after all. But it was the first time she'd been underneath the dragon instead of on it, and the first time she was almost sure Hiccup was a psychopath that wanted her family dead.

Gods, what a horrible situation…

"TAKE ME BACK!" Astrid screams, trying to make her voice louder than the wind, but she can barely hear herself.

Hiccup ducks his head over the side again. "Last chance, then! Give me the net now, and I will!"

"UGH, NO!"

There was water surrounding them from all sides at this point, not an island in sight. She was doomed to whatever he chose at this point. But if he'd wanted to drop her and drown her in the ocean, he would have done it already, right?

…right?

She feels the familiar sting of a rope grinding against her hand as the net slides through her fingers. She couldn't hold this thing all day…

"Hiccup!" She yells again, still unsure he would hear her. "If you don't put me down somewhere, _soon_, I'm going to drop the net whether you think I'm bluffing or not!"

He must have had great hearing, because once she finishes speaking Toothless swings left; still flying them away from the village, but hopefully not towards her death.

And that's when she sees the island in the distance—small, not the size of Berk by a long shot but still big enough, with a rocky cove and tall, untouched trees. Astrid had never been so far from home before… just a few days ago the thought of crossing the ocean alone seemed impossible.

She feels a little sick.

A few minutes later they've reaches the cliffs. Toothless let's go of Astrid's arm just as they reach solid ground, and she has to run a few steps to keep from falling on her face with the force of the landing. As soon as she's got her balance she rests the net on the floor, careful not to let it go. She's beginning to feel guilty watching the baby flail inside.

Toothless lands in front of her, and Hiccup hops off looking way too smug to make her feel comfortable.

"Welcome to Screaming Death Island." He says.

Astrid wasn't exactly sure what a screaming death is, but she didn't have a good feeling about it. "Take me back to Berk."

"Give me the nadder."

"So you can take it and just leave me here in the middle of nowhere? Yea, right." She wasn't sure where this new confidence was coming from; considering she was pretty freaking scared right now.

"Oh, come on! I wouldn't do that."

"Yes, I think you would. You're evil, remember?"

He shakes his head. "You've got it backwards again, Astrid."

It was a pointless argument, Astrid already knows that much. She stares at him, trying to think of something to say that wasn't a frustrated scream. While she's deciding what to say, he stretches his arms out and lowers himself to the ground, sitting in the grass. Toothless seems to take his cue and does the same, lying down and curling in a half-moon around Hiccup.

"What are you doing?" Astrid asks, annoyed. "You can't sit! I don't want to stay here!"

"Well, I've got nothing but time." Hiccup says, turning to Toothless. "Do you have anything but time, bud?" Toothless nods his head up and down animatedly. "See? We've got nothing else to do but wait. It's Berk, if I remember correctly, that's on a deadline."

"What about the other babies?"

"Taken care of already. Under normal circumstances it would have taken me longer, but the village has been so busy no one's really paying attention to every person walking down the street."

"Stay out of Berk!"

He just rolls his eyes.

How can he expect her to ever hand over the nadder when he acted like such a jerk? Considering he preaches about Viking pride day in and out, he didn't seem to have any idea how it worked.

But Astrid was reasonable; she knew she was going to have to do something to get off this island. The problem was that even if she had the dragon as a bartering chip, she's going to have a hard time getting returned before handing it over.

What is she going to do?

"Do you know why I named it Screaming Death Island?" Hiccup says, smiling and looking her way. (He smiled too much.)

When she doesn't respond, he continues. "After the screaming death that lives here, of course. It's kind of like the whispering death, except twice times as big, strong, and mean. I've seen it tunnel right under an island and sink the whole thing." He says, making a hand motion to illustrate his words. "It comes here, from time to time. I'm on pretty good terms with it, but I'm sure it wouldn't like to see you."

Astrid gives him a blank look.

He shrugs. "Just thought it might speed up your decision."

She feels herself getting angry. He was lying, making things up to scare her. There was no such thing as a screaming death; he wasn't going to intimidate her just because he knew more about dragons.

Before she can talk, he speaks again. "What were you going to do with her, anyway? Hide her in your room? Do you really think that was going to work, no one was going to find it?" He doesn't usually sound this sympathetic. "I've tried hiding a dragon—one a lot bigger than her—and you remember it didn't end well. You know she'd be better off with me."

Oh Hel, he was right. She was supposed to be mortal enemies with dragons, and here she was about to take one on as a pet. "Why didn't you just say that while we were still on Berk?"

"Because I can't trust Gustav and what's-his-name, and you didn't see but they were pretty much there. I think they may have actually seen us go."

"You can't trust me, either!" Astrid growls.

He tilts his head to the side, still smiling knowingly. "At least take her out of the net."

For a second Astrid is confused, then follows his gaze towards the baby nadder still trapped. "I need a knife."

He reaches to his other arm and pulls a dagger out of its sheath, tossing it her way so it landed on the grass in front of her.

She raises an eyebrow. "Really?"

"Hey, I still have a lethal dragon, here."

So Astrid grabs the knife from the floor, careful not to take her eyes off him, and starts cutting at the ropes that held the corners of the net together. The baby is still fussing on the floor, unable to get out. She's not sure what to do. Should she reach in a grab it? Just let it out? Would it bite her?

Hiccup laughs. "Just be nice to her."

She glares at him. "Don't tell me what to do."

He raises his hands in the air. "Okay, fine, dragon master."

This is crazy. Astrid sighs, trying to exhale her nervousness as she looks down at the dragon in the net. It's stopped squirming, and now it looks back up at her, curious.

Why was she doing this?

_Because, as much as you don't want to admit it, Hiccup is right. The dragons aren't bad. Now prove it to yourself. Also, if you'll piss him off a bit by being good at this, it would be a bonus._

Fine.

So, like a crazy Viking, Astrid reaches into the net. She's not sure what to do and definitely doesn't want to ask, so she waits for the nadder to make its move. She watches it, really hoping it wouldn't bite her hand off, as it seems to evaluate her.

She tries her best not to flinch when, faster than she thought they could, the baby jumps up on her arm. She drops the net, letting it fall around them, and there it is: the baby nadder perched on her forearm like an oversized parrot.

It squeaks at her, looking up with big yellow eyes. Wow… This was kind of weird.

"Ha, you're a natural." Hiccup says.

"Uh…" For a newborn, the dragon is _heavy. _Hey arm is already kind of tired from holding it, but Astrid doesn't know how to move it without scaring it off.

The nadder seems to sense her hesitance and leans forward, allowing Astrid to catch it with her other arm and hold it like a baby as it nuzzles into her top. A really big, scaly baby.

Astrid must conceal her smile.

"You still remember, from five years ago." When Hiccup speaks, she looks up at him. His infuriating smile was gone, replaced with the kind of gentle gaze she had grown used to seeing when they were growing up.

"I'm not the kind of person that would forget something like that, thank you."

"Oh, I know." He leans back on his hands, lazy, completely off guard. Now would be the perfect time to strike, the knife still being on the floor by her feet.

But for the first time since she'd been attacked by Hiccup on the cliff, the urge was… mostly gone. Maybe it was the baby dragon huddled in her arms or the fact that she was totally and completely lost, but Astrid couldn't help but feel like she understood. The dragons weren't bad, and they didn't deserve a war just as much as Berk didn't—with the right effort, this multi-generation battle could come to an end. Astrid couldn't do anything, but Hiccup knew how.

Maybe he didn't believe it anymore, but Hiccup was still good. He was just fooling himself. If he could bring war to Berk, she knew he could also bring peace.

Fighting was not the answer. It hadn't gotten anyone anywhere in four hundred years.

Astrid looks back up at him. "Why did you bring me here, Hiccup? Don't lie to me again—you didn't have to bring me here to get this dragon."

He laughs lowly. "I need you help with something, actually. And I knew you wouldn't agree unless you needed something from me."

She almost laughs with him. "Help you? What could you possibly need me for?"

"Well…" Hiccup raises two fingers to his mouth and whistles. Toothless' head perks up at the noise. Just when Astrid fears a so-called screaming death was going to shoot down from the sky, she sees them. The other three baby nadders in a variety of colours, come running up the hillside, squawking and fruitlessly flapping their little wings.

They get to Toothless first, climbing all over him as the older dragon tries to gently shake them off.

"I need to get them back home, where it'll be safe." He says, watching them.

The baby in Astrid's arms starts to squirm, and she loosens her hold in order for it to leap out of her arms and join its siblings on the Toothless playground.

So much for her edge. "So what do you want _me_ for?"

"Well, if I counted correctly, there are four deadly nadders. Toothless only has two legs with graspers, I need one arm to steer, and that leaves one baby that I can't leave on the island overnight." He says, smiling again in his irritable way.

"NO!" The nadders jump, slightly startled. "I am _not _going back with you to your evil dragon lair!"

He laughs. "What makes you think I live in an 'evil dragon lair'?"

She motions her hands at him. "Look at you! You're wearing black leather!" But she can feel herself almost joking around, and she can't believe she is. "Go get a bucket, or make two trips or teach them to fly!"

"Oh, come on. Aren't you a little bit curious?"

Of course. "No."

His mouth twitches. "I think you're curious. You're missing so much, Astrid. You know I'm right, and you want to see for yourself."

"I…" Gods, he was right. He was so freaking right that there was no way she would ever admit it to him.

But he didn't really need her help, did he? Hiccup had a dragon army—he didn't need her to transport a baby nadder. He wanted to show her. But why?

"It's your choice. I guess I could swing two trips, but then I'm not taking you home. And you know, there's still that screaming death—"

"Fine." She did have to see, for herself. If anything, she'd be able to direct Berk exactly to where Hiccup lives. "Let's get this over with."

.
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Hiccup flew like a madman.

He was doing it to mess with her, she was sure. Because the first time she'd ever ridden Toothless, he'd been new to the whole ordeal. But now he's five years experienced, and kind of evil, and she felt incredibly uncomfortable with her free arm around his waist.

The babies are screaming in delight, and she thinks maybe Toothless is too, and if she wasn't holding on for dear life she would have smacked Hiccup so hard he would have fallen out of his armour suit.

There were way too many ups and down, dodging between rocks in the water, and thank the gods Astrid had a strong stomach.

She can immediately tell the destination when another island comes into view. At first it looked like any other, but this one has giant crystalline shards of ice spiking from the ground in some kind of barrier. The island seemed too desolate and the ice seemed too bright for it to be anything but a trap. Astrid briefly wonders if maybe she'd been stupid to allow this to happen.

But as they glide up the sides of the ice walls and pass over the open top, she nearly loses her breath.

It was beautiful, like nothing she's ever seen before. The most gorgeous forest, so unlike Berk's claustrophobic brush, with clear ponds and flowers and some plants that Astrid may have never seen before. And dragons, of course. There must be thousands, and in so many different breeds she's never seen before.

_What Stoick wouldn't give to see this._

Her excitement is slightly staunched by fact that she is completely defenseless against all these dragons.

It was like the nest with the red death… but somehow so much more friendly, and not with a massive dragon in the middle eating all the smaller ones.

Toothless slows, hovering in the air over a large cliff top to drop the babies on the ground. As soon as the little nadders touch the ground they start jumping up again, flapping their small wings uselessly to try and jump back on Hiccup's dragon.

Hiccup opens his arm and lets his nadder jump down, and (hesitantly) Astrid lets hers fall to join its siblings.

Toothless touches down on the ground, and Astrid takes the opportunity to finally take her arm out from around Hiccup and get down. Maybe it wasn't appropriate, but she had to check this place out. This was… something else.

Standing on the cliff drop, she probably has the best view, even better than from the sky. The trees may have gotten her attention first, but it was the dragons that she was seeing now. Nadders, nightmares, raincutters, thunderdrums—even something that looked like a zippleback with four heads. Or maybe it was a snaptrapper. She watches a whispering death whizz past. This place…

She could understand it, for the most part, why Hiccup would want to protect a place like this.

"Pretty nice, don't you think?" Hiccup, approaching from behind.

Astrid turns her head over her shoulder just enough so she could see him in her peripherals. He had his arms crossed over his chest, and he looks rather proud. The kind of proud she saw from Stoick when he was overlooking his village.

"I'll admit, it's not the evil dragon lair I was expecting." She says.

"It's not an evil dragon lair, Astrid. It's a home."

Astrid looks over the ridges, at all the dragons gathered and flying overhead. This place wasn't like anything she expected to see. Everything they knew about dragons was wrong—and if this wasn't proof enough, Astrid didn't know what would be. She turns to face him completely. "How did you find this place?"

He shrugs, a gesture she only remembered from years ago. "Some luck, I guess. A lot of exploring and some helpful dragons."

"So you've just been hanging out here for the last five years?" Astrid asks.

Hiccup lowers his shoulders. "Pretty much. It's been our home for quite a while. I lived in a bunch of spots, but this has been the…" he hesitates with his wording. "…best. We're protected here."

Astrid tries to keep her tone nonchalant. "Protected from what? Berk—"

"Berk's not a problem. Not here, at least. There are greater evils out there."

She didn't mean to, but Astrid suddenly couldn't control her need to argue. "So then why attack Berk? If they're not a problem, why are you even bothering?"

"I've told you, already. Vikings don't change. And maybe they're not a threat now, but they will be. And I can't risk that. Vikings and dragons just can't live together."

Astrid felt herself getting angry. She really didn't want to argue, particularly because she was trapped right now, but how could he be like this? What could make him believe that the only option was to kill everyone that didn't agree with him?

"But you didn't even try!" She says loudly, trying not to yell. "You could have come back, tried to show Berk how they were wrong!"

Unlike Astrid, Hiccup clearly isn't afraid to yell. "You don't know what you're talking about!"

"That's always your explanation for everything!" Astrid says. "And you know what: I don't believe you! You don't even know yourself."

Hiccup tenses up, his hands balling into fists. "Just forget it. We're done here; I'll take you back to Berk." He turns and begins walking towards Toothless.

Astrid dashes after him, forgetting for a second that he was supposed to be the enemy as she grabs his shoulder. Thankfully he doesn't react badly, and turns just enough to look at her.

"Why can't you just tell me, whatever it is? What's the difference if I know or not?" Astrid says, trying to sound sympathetic.

He looks like he's considering it. "It's none of your business."

"I think it is." She says strongly. Then adds: "I want to understand where you're coming from. Everything." That much was true.

He studies her for another few seconds before shrugging her hand off his shoulder. "It's… you remember the story about my mother, don't you?"

Of course, everyone did. It was a highly recounted tale, of Valka defending her infant son from a horrible dragon and begin abducted instead. (Although now Astrid questioned the validity of the story).

She nods.

"The dragon didn't kill her, but I'm sure you could have guessed that. This was her home first—her passion. She found me, and we lived together here. And…" Hiccup exhales, looking downward to avoid her gaze.

"She was killed by a couple of stupid trappers when she tried to free a dragon last year." He finally says. "She was killed for nothing. She was killed because this war is never going to let up." He looks up at her, his eyes dark. "It won't end until someone wins."

"I—I'm sorry." Astrid says, truly meaning it.

He runs the back of his hand against his nose. "Don't be. If it didn't happen, I probably wouldn't be doing this. And this has to happen. I have to protect the dragons, it's what she wanted."

"I know." And she did.

There's a second of silence, with them just looking at each other, when he finally asks: "So what are you going to do?"

"I don't know." And she didn't. It was becoming too hard to choose. Could her sense of justice outweigh her loyalty? "I need to stop you, Hiccup. But that doesn't make them right." She shakes her head. "This is so messed up."

"What do you expect me to do?"

"Maybe be diplomatic. Try and reason—"

"I think that might be out the window, considering I was there two days ago to threaten them per your instructions."

"Well then I can—"

"Astrid." He interrupts her. "There's no way. I've thought it through, trust me. They will always be stuck in their ways, and not everyone is going to agree either way."

"I know." And he was right. "But that doesn't mean we can't at least try."

He exhales loudly, probably as sick to death about the topic as she was. "Fine, I'll tell you what: you stay here and scheme, I'm going to go feed the bonenappers. Unless you'd like to come, of course."

Astrid almost couldn't believe what he was asking her. Go feed the bonenappers? Like, amicably? As if she hadn't tried to kill him on multiple occasions in the last week?

But she was curious, and intrigued, and above all else, willing. Willing to see what else there was, and explore this wonderful place. And most of all, willing to understand.

So they went and fed the bonenappers.

And the more she saw, the more Astrid realizes: Hiccup really was not the person she had thought he was. He was still the person she knew him as.

.
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They stayed at high altitudes on the way back to Berk, gliding above the clouds and keeping themselves invisible from the ground. (It was probably better that way, plus it was an amazing sight). Astrid had to once again begrudgingly wrap an arm around Hiccup to prevent herself from falling off his dragon and into the soupy clouds.

It was a fairly windless flight, and even though she knew he didn't like it, Astrid had once again brought up their age-old argument: Berk, and what to do about it. It wasn't a heated discussion, but he was being short with her and it was getting on her nerves.

"I need more time, Hiccup. That's just it; you can't give me only a day."

"Can't do that."

"Why not?"

"Just can't."

"That's not an answer!"

He doesn't respond.

Astrid suddenly notices that the clouds beneath them transitioning from fluffy white to ominous grey. If they were flying into bad weather, Hiccup sure doesn't seem concerned. He's still focused ahead, but she wasn't prepared to fly into a storm.

"Hiccup, can we—"

Toothless nosedives.

"HICCUP!" Astrid screams, shaking him. They're falling too fast for it to possibly be safe; and even as they plummet, the ground remains hidden by fog. They're going to crash, and no one seems to be panicking but her.

"HICCUP, WHAT IN THOR'S NAME—" She's about to let out a string of curse words when Toothless levels, stretching out his wings to catch the air and stop them from falling. Astrid feels her stomach nearly get caught in her throat as her inside settle from the drop.

They continue to glide downwards until she can finally see the ground through the fog. Toothless drops the last couple feet in order to land and Astrid quickly follows as Hiccup hops off, thankful to be able to put her feet back on the ground after what had just happened.

After a near second of recovery, she turns on the dragon rider.

"What the heck was that?" She demands angrily.

"I'm sorry, Astrid." But he sounds distant, and his helmet is making him hard to read. He turns to his dragon and starts messing with the straps of the saddle.

"No, why are you and your dragon _insane?" _she yells at his back. "I thought you guys had the whole 'working together to steer' thing, why'd you let him do that?"

She hears a sound from the fog—a distant, tortured scream that came from something she couldn't place. The sound is long, maybe too long to be human, and she turns her head in the direction of the noise.

What is this place? What had they been flying over when she couldn't see the ground?

"Hiccup—" but all she sees is a flash of wings, and Toothless (plus his rider) must have backed away into the fog. Astrid feels her stomach starting to claw its way back up her throat.

"Hiccup!" She yells, but if he was there he didn't respond. There's silence and fog coming from every direction and Astrid realizes she may have just allowed herself to be led into a trap.

Why would he bring them here? She thought they had an understanding!

"HICCUP!" She yells again, louder than before.

She totally blind in the fog, and makes herself lower her eyes and focus on sound. If there was something there, she would hear it before it would see her.

"I told you I needed your help, Astrid!" Hiccup, somewhere to her right.

She begins to march in the direction of his voice; she was going to kill him. "I'm going to kill you, Hiccup! You're still a traitor, and a liar, and I'm going to kill you when I get my hands—"

Someone grabs her from nowhere, one arm wrapping around her waist while the other hand covers her mouth. But Hiccup didn't have dirty, big hands like this, or a long beard that was scratching the back of her neck.

"Well, well, well. What do we have here?"


	9. The Dragon Returns

**A/N: Hello! This story comes to you straight from Queen's University, now officially my favourite place ever. It's been a hectic week or so with move-in and orientation, but I wrote through it, guys! WHOO!**

**So this is kind of a critical chapter. And although it may seem like the end it near, trust me, guys, it's just the beginning! WHOOOOO!**

**(Okay, here we go).**

* * *

><p>Astrid's first instinct it to bite. Her assailant's hand tastes awful, like rotten fish heads, but at least he pulls his hand away and she's free to breathe.<p>

"OW! She bit me!" The man complains, rather loudly and right in her ear, but he doesn't let go of her waist, even as she starts to struggle. She may have been able to fight Hiccup, but this Viking is another weight class altogether. She has no chance, and she knows it.

But Astrid knew this place. She'd heard stories about it, and the people that live here. Terrible tyrants that had been rejected from every tribe from Berk to Svalbard for their brutish violence… the Outcasts. And judging by the smell, their bathing patterns were true to legend.

"How do you think she got here?" Someone else, also right in her ear but out of her line of vision.

"Who cares?" The first one says. "She looks clean, which means someone'll come looking for her. If not," he chuckles. "What's another slave?"

The other Outcast laughs in agreement.

Oh, no, no, no, no. No.

Astrid kicks her leg back, nailing her boot into the Outcast's stomach. As expected it doesn't do much but make him growl, but it's the only way she can figure to vent her anger. Astrid Hofferson was no _slave. _

How could Hiccup have tricked her like this? No… How has she allowed herself to fall for it all?

She was going to get him for this. But first… How to get out of here?

The Outcast she kicked grunts, and the other one laughs. "Well, she's a fiery one! I bet she ran away on her own!"

You have no idea.

So in true captive-captor fashion, the Outcast hoists her over his shoulder in a fireman's carry. (The backside smelled just as bad as the front).

Astrid doesn't fight—she probably could cause a scene if she tried, but it would waste energy and get her nowhere. The Outcasts thought she was being placid—she thought of it as _strategic. _

She keeps track of their route, the dangers and the pathways they take to go further inland (although the fog doesn't help). She watches, paying attention to where the entrance is when they take her through a hidden doorway in the rocks. She takes note of the guards by the exits.

She didn't expect to see the dragons. This Outcast hideout was more like a prison: a maze of cages and walls and bars. There were other Vikings trapped in cells; probably prisoners of war, or maybe pirates, or quite possibly just anyone the Outcasts could get their hands on. This was the kind of place people died in. Of old age, if you were lucky.

But she never imagined they would have dragons mixed into the prison, probably two for every one human. They had nadders and gronckles and a scauldron that had clearly dried out in the musty underground heat. A lot of them were skinny and sick looking—and lot of them just looked dead. And it was the most horrific thing Astrid had ever seen, by far.

She forgets her train of thought for the moment, as she's led past rows and rows of the same terrible scene. But then she remembers why she's there and what she had to do, and she refocuses on the directions the Outcasts take as they bring her deeper inside the fortress.

Why did she get such a horrible feeling that she'd find something awful at the end of their trek?

"Oi, what's that?" The second Outcast stops walking, and turns to point towards something on the floor.

"Whatchu talking about?" The one carrying her spins around to face his comrade, which has Astrid facing the back wall. She can't see what's going on, but briefly wonders if she could use this distraction to make a break for it.

Briefly.

"AGK!" The second Outcast starts yelling. "OW, OW! GET IT OFF, GET IT OFF!"

Her captor starts laughing. "Get it off yerself, ya big pansy! It's just a little dragon!"

That's when Astrid sees another one. A terrible terror with orange scales and angry eyes. It looks mad, and as it rears back to leap, she thinks fast.

"A dragon!" She yells, and as expected the Outcast carrying her spins around to look, just as the dragon jumps. It latches right on to the man's face, and as he yells out his hands automatically go to his face to try and pry the dragon away.

Astrid falls onto her back, but is barely on the floor before she gets back up. Now was her chance, now would probably be her only—

She spins around to see a wall of terrible terrors. They're lined up on the walls, on the floor, on the ceiling. There are so many of them it would be impossible to count, and she stops dead in her tracks. They blocked her path entirely… and they looked pissed.

She's about to turn around when the terrors bolt. They run straight at her, and it takes a couple seconds of cringing to realize they were swarming past her. The giant group quickly disappears behind her.

This was impossible, as well as unnatural. There could only be one thing doing this—

"Astrid."

_Hiccup._

"What did you do?" She sees him approaching from the tunnel. "No, wait. WHY DID YOU LEAVE ME HERE?"

He tosses her a knife. "I told you I needed you help."

She catches it. "To carry the baby nadders!"

"I never _asked _you to help me with that directly, you just assumed." But he's not really paying attention, fumbling with something at his belt.

"But—"

"Stop talking, Astrid, you're wasting time." He pulls out some little do-hickey, which quickly unfolds into a full-length sword. "We can talk all you want later, right now I need you to open as many cages as you can." He motions to his left, and she sees what he's talking about; a skinny-looking nadder trapped behind the bars.

She decides the argument can wait until later.

"And leave the prisoners," He mentions. "They deserve to be here, trust me."

They work quickly, Hiccup smashing through the prison locks like they were nothing with his fancy sword. Astrid had a little bit of a harder time with her knife, but she more than made up for it in rage strength.

The Outcasts they met in the hallway were down—maybe not dead, but definitely unconscious from the terror attacks.

They're only about a quarter way through freeing the dragons and people from the massive prison when Hiccup grabs her arm. "Time to go!"

"What? But we're not even done! There are still more—"

"Time to go!" He repeats, pulling her along to the same hidden doorway she initially came in from.

"We can't leave them here! There are still dragons left!"

"There's not time! Sometimes we have to make sacrifices!"

"No time?" They leap over a fallen Outcast. "No time for what?"

"There's—" But Hiccup stops suddenly, and Astrid nearly bumps into him as she sees: Outcasts, at least a couple dozen, running straight towards them yelling all kinds of profanities.

"We don't have time for this," Hiccup growls, but he reaches for his thigh to pull out another knife, handing it to her. "Keep your back to me, follow my lead."

"Hiccup, time for what?" But he doesn't have time to answer as the ensuing Outcasts reach them.

Now, on a regular day, Astrid is a tough opponent. Now, with two knives in hand, Astrid is pretty damn lethal. She swipes at the first person to get even close to her, sending them down. The Outcasts are big and brutish but not very smart, and as they approach either her or Hiccup are able to take them down.

When they work back-to-back, they are nearly unstoppable. When she tells him to duck, he doesn't ask her _why _like some other Vikings she knows. He does it, and she's able to throw her second knife into an Outcast. When the onslaught of Outcasts becomes too close, Hiccup lights is sword on fire, forcing them to jump back. When even that doesn't deter them, Astrid and Hiccup still fight.

She followed his steps to a tee, and found herself even closer to the exit than before. Hiccup slashes upwards at an Outcasts approaching from ahead. Even though they fight well, they are still far from the exit and incredibly outnumbered, at least another dozen to go. "This is going to be hard," Hiccup mumbles.

"What's going to be hard?"

But he doesn't respond, instead flicking something on the base that puts the fire out and retracts the blade. When the next Outcast approaches, Hiccup points the sword in their direction, a foul-smelling gas that looked suspiciously like zippleback gas instead shoots into the Outcast's face.

The man looks disoriented for a second, waving through the stinky cloud. Hiccup keeps spraying, now in all directions, immersing them all into the cloud. Astrid wisely holds her breath, just before Hiccup grabs her arm and is leading them both through the gas. It's too hazy to see, and Astrid has to wonder if even Hiccup has any idea where he's going.

The ground shakes in one violent tremor, nearly knocking them off their feet. Hiccup laughs as he rights himself, a kind of short little chuckle when someone saw something they really liked. Astrid allows herself to be pulled along by the dragon rider, quickly losing confidence in the idea that she had any clue what was going on.

She understands when they reach the exit and break out of the hidden prison. She nearly loses it, but she understands.

Toothless must have been waiting outside, because as soon as they meet the fresh air he comes bounding forward to meet them. Hiccup quickly jumps on, reaching out a hand for Astrid to get on as well.

But Astrid is too busy looking up, watching in awe. In the corner of her eye she can see dragons streaming from a hole in the giant rock face, which must have been the reason for the tremor. But standing on the beach, and also next to the hole (just to give some perspective) is the one dragon Astrid really never thought she'd see again: The red death.

The red-freaking-death.

She had wondered since Hiccup disappeared, what had ever happened to the giant dragon. She hadn't thought much about it, but the idea had crossed her mind a couple of times. She had assumed that since Hiccup now seemed to have control over all dragons, that maybe he'd gotten rid of the biggest threat. (Apparently there was more to dragon politics than Astrid knew).

At any rate, the red death was clearly on a mission. It begins bashing through the rocks with its arms, forcing the prison (and probably the rest of the island) to start crumbling.

Hiccup grabs her arm, and Astrid is broken out of her gape. She allows herself to be pulled onto Toothless, and as soon she's seated the dragon takes off.

As the trio cross over the shoreline and out into open water, the red death opens its massive jaw and spews a pillar of fire onto the island. By the time they're a ways out over the water, Outcast Island is up in flames.

.

.

.

"I can't believe you."

"Don't be so dramatic."

"No," She huffs. "You're so—"

"Ambitious?" He finishes with a grin.

Astrid can't understand how calm she is, considering the situation. If this had been anyone else in any other circumstance, she probably would have beheaded them. (No, that's not dramatic, it's realistic!)

But she kind of got it, as hard as it was to believe. Hiccup had set up this whole big scheme, just to free some dragons and kill some Outcasts. She could respect that, she just couldn't respect his methods.

"I was going to say—"

"Intelligent?"

"Don't make me decapitate you."

He gives her a lazy smile. They were standing on the edge of Berk, a secluded beach area that would be completely deserted at this time of night. He's got his back to the water, arms crossed over his chest smugly as Toothless splashes around in the ocean behind him.

"I did ask you for help, and you accepted."

"You should have just told me."

"You wouldn't have helped."

_You don't know that._

"And for the record, it had been my intention to come back the entire time." He finishes.

"So then why'd you even need me?" She asks.

He shrugs. "I needed to find out how to get into the Outcast hideout. I would have gone myself, but you suddenly became available…"

"That's so not cool."

"C'mon," He says playfully. "You had _a bit_ of fun. Who else can say they've successfully infiltrated Outcast Island?"

She smiles. "It definitely was… an experience. But…"

He raises an eyebrow. "But what? Not enough action for you?"

"It was a decent plan and all, but I think you probably could have done a little better with timing." She smirks. "You seemed pretty frantic at the end, there."

"The red death doesn't exactly cooperate on command. It's kind of a now or never thing."

"And dramatic, much? Who says you need to use a massive dragon to destroy an island?"

"Hey, it's called a dramatic exit."

She laughs at that, just for a second, before pinching her lips together with her teeth. No, she would not laugh at him.

He laughs at her expression instead. "Why can't you just let it go for a second?"

"Because…" There were lots of reasons, plenty of them. Hiccup was a terrorist, first and foremost. Also, he was evil. Also, he was supposed to be her enemy. But right at this second, it didn't feel like he was an enemy at all…

…and that reminded her…

"Because we're still not on the same page. You don't see me ever chuckling along with the Berserkers, do you?" she says.

He laughs at that, shaking his head. "Always the stoic warrior, Astrid."

_Because you give me no choice._

"Why don't you just finish it?" She asks suddenly, he easy-going mood gone.

"What?"

"If you have a dragon army and skrills and _the red death_ at your disposal, why are you waiting to destroy Berk? It could be as easy as that just was. So why haven't you done it already?"

He doesn't say anything, and after a second of silence he looks over his shoulder at Toothless. "We should go, I'm sure people are looking for you."

Oh crap… her trainees.

But he hadn't answered her question. "I thought you were going to be honest with me."

"I didn't say that," He says lowly, and motions for Toothless to come to the beach. The dragon comes, albeit begrudgingly, and does a little shimmy to shake the water off his fur. But the dragon also doesn't take his eyes off Astrid, immediately sensing the tension between the two Vikings.

"What else could you possibly have to hide?" She asks, realizing how personally she was taking the question. It almost wasn't just about Berk anymore… almost.

Hiccup gets on his dragon. "You'd better go home. Tomorrow is going to be busy for you."

"Hiccup!" She says, frustrated again. He couldn't keep leaving her in the dark. And she needed him to stay, she needed him to understand. She needed to understand him. This would be her last chance for good.

He moves his foot and something on Toothless clicks.

"Please don't leave." She blurts out, meaning to say something but not meaning to say _that. _"I don't—" She struggles to find that genuine part of herself that her first line came from. "—I don't know what to do. All this stuff is driving me crazy, and I don't know what to do."

Toothless doesn't leave. Instead Hiccup sighs, and moves one hand from the reigns to rub his face with a heavy sigh. "I don't know what to tell you. There's nothing you can do; nothing has changed. I still have to go through with my plans."

"You don't, and you know it."

"I'm sorry it has to be this way. If it makes you feel any better, I know I should never have come to speak with you in the cove that day. I shouldn't have gotten you involved in any of this."

"So why did you? Why did you think I deserved to see all of this, and no one else does?"

He takes a moment. "It doesn't matter. You're still one of them." He says quietly.

"_And so are you. _You're still the person that I knew. You just won't admit it!" Oh crap. She did not mean to say that. (But if anything she'd seen were true, then she was completely right. Hiccup wasn't the person he pretended to be.)

He looks up at her suddenly, like he's really seeing her for the first time. She doesn't have time to react, or do something to save herself when he suddenly takes off.

"Hiccup!" She yells into the night, but he's already disappeared, and within a few seconds she knows he's not coming back.

Oh, Hel.

They were all going to die in one day.

.

.

.

Day three of three days 'till doomsday starts off grim.

The village had been set back from their preparation plans as people had been divvied off to go look for the missing Viking-trainer. Meanwhile, Gustav and Blaize had run back to the village with a wild tale of their teacher being carried off by a dragon.

Nobody had really believed them, but as to be expected since the two boys were notorious for tall tales. It wasn't until people had started actually asking where she'd gone did the population start looking.

Astrid hadn't even thought of a cover story. She ends up rolling with the boys' story, saying she was kidnapped by a dragon and she fought her way out of its grasp near the other side of the island.

It was a hard lie to keep up with in detail, but Astrid was notoriously kickass and no one would question her at the end of the day.

(But anyway, grim.)

Everyone seems kind of frantic, running around with last-minute organizing. The Great Hall had been fully loaded, packed with supplies and weapons and food. The children would stay there (including the trainees), while the adults manned defenses on the outside, with emergency shelters set up every few buildings.

It was a good setup, and a good plan. And if it were any other Viking adversary, it probably could have worked. But this was Hiccup, and his army was unstoppable. There was no way to prepare for something like this.

And so when night fell, Astrid went to Great Hall to control the children and defend them if it ever came down to it. And the adults went outside to fight.

The village was silent, as if the night were holding its breath. Everyone _was _holding their breath. It was time… And Astrid waited, Berk waited.

Hiccup was on his way.


	10. The Boy Who Disappeared

**A/N: Whoooo... so it's been a while. If it's any consolation, university is pretty much exactly as work-heavy as everyone describes it. So, that's why all this is happening. But I never gave up on this one, I seriously worked on it every day. And now here we are! So thank you for your patience!**

**In other news, I think at the beginning of this story I said something like fifteen chapters. Well, that is totally wrong now. I went through my outline again, and I probably have another ten-ish chapter's worth on content. I mean, we gotta get to the Hiccstrid! (And then shamelessly exploit all the fluff from them that we possibly can get). **

**It's like a storm, people-I can feel it coming in the air. **

* * *

><p>Hiccup, that jerk.<p>

Astrid felt like some kind of peevish, scorned woman that had been stood up on the first date.

He didn't come. He didn't _come. _Who did that?

The entire island of Berk spent the night of red alert, Then, when nothing happened, the entire morning. Then afternoon. Then the ensuing night.

Astrid hadn't known _for sure _during that first night_. _But she'd noticed how deadly quiet it was outside, and figured either it had been a massive (but strangely silent) massacre, or Hiccup hadn't shown.

The latter was confirmed when the chief burst into the Great Hall a day later.

Nothing, nada.

They waited another full day. Nope. Not even a lone sheep-stealing nightmare or a single apple-abducting hobblegrunt. The village was, for once, dragon-free.

Two days later, and the great forces of Berk stand down. Adults start taking shifts on guard, while the rest go about their normal routines running the village. Some people go back to sleeping in their homes. Astrid is allowed to take all the kids (Yes, _all the kids,_ just imagine what that's like) on periodic walks so they don't go stir crazy.

Still… Hiccup doesn't come.

Astrid is able to convince the chief to send some people up to the arena to feed the dragons they were supposed to be keeping hostage. She expects those Vikings to come running back saying the dragons were missing. But no, the locks were locked and the dragons asleep.

So what the Hel was he doing?

Either Hiccup was being so strategic it was idiotic… or something had happened. Something had happened that may have changed his mind. But there's no way her little blow up at him days ago could have made him want to spare them. If anything, it seemed to piss him off and ready him for a real fight.

Which also raised another question in Astrid's mind: what if something had _happened _happened? Hiccup was supposed to be invincible, wasn't he? He had a dragon army on his side, nothing should have gotten in his way.

The thought concerned her—and that thought disturbed her.

.

.

.

Five days, no raids. About fifty percent of Berk's army has returned to normal routine, while the rest take shifts on guard. Astrid also starts taking shifts watching the kids in the great hall. The twins go out on the fishing boats again.

Astrid goes to the arena to feed the dragons in their enclosures. The dragons seem to be the only chill people on Berk. They're calm and take the food lightly.

Snoutlout makes another grand gesture towards Tuffnut, which fails miserably. He nearly loses an eye in the process, and then spends the next day or so marching around with chest puffed out and a crossbones drawn on his temporary eyepatch.

Astrid is confused and bored and annoyed.

.

.

.

One week, no raids. Close to eighty percent of Berk's army has returned to normal routine, while the rest take shifts on guard. The children now spend only nights in the Great Hall and daytimes outside (Thank the gods). Viking training resumes, although they most of the time is used practising with weapons since they aren't allowed to use the dragons.

Astrid spends some time hanging out with the group, which does manage to raise her spirits. Fishlegs does his own grand gesture (which also fails miserably).

Her parents act shifty. The village has a Hiccup-dragon-attack drill to stay on their toes. Stoick seems to be getting more and more paranoid, and it's making everyone else paranoid.

Astrid is confused. She's not sure why it's bothering her so much that he hasn't come. At least, she'd have thought he'd have come back for her with an explanation… or even at all.

.

.

.

Things had gotten very quiet in the last few days. For one, the village has almost felt like they were going back to normal as the island approached the nine-day mark of the anniversary of Hiccup was supposed to come to destroy them all. Although Stoick continued to enforce the drills and defense protocols, everyone else was already starting to forget about it.

Because the dragons hadn't come. And they hadn't come in nearly nine days. Not even an incident of a stray terror sighting. It was like… it had all disappeared.

And she'd be lying if she didn't admit that the disappearance had made her feel a little bit lonely. Because she knew so much, and nobody else would understand.

Crap… this is probably how Hiccup had felt all these years ago.

.

.

.

"Astrid." Astrid looks up at the sound of her name. Her mother is standing across the table, her thin mask of calm unable to hide mischievous eyes. "May I speak with you, for a moment?"

Astrid blinks. "Uh, sure."

Oh gods, here it comes. Her parents had been acting weird, whispering and talking amongst each other for the past week or so. They were scheming, which was a very un-Hofferson-ly thing to do. Which meant this couldn't be anything good.

Astrid's mother sits down across from her. Her mother, gods bless her, spared her daughter the theatrics that most mothers didn't when it came to 'talks'. The no bullshit attitude also ran in the Hofferson family. "Your father and I have been thinking," The older woman starts. "You and… Hiccup were friends before... well, before he left the island."

"Not really." Kind of a lie. There wasn't any reason to tell her anything more.

Her mother doesn't seem phased. "In any case, your father and I were thinking—"

Horns going off in the distance, signaling another training exercise.

Her mother scowls at the open window. "We'll talk about this later."

Astrid made sure in the following days that they really didn't.

.

.

.

Tonight, Astrid had been allowed the good graces of getting to sleep in her own bed with the house all to herself.

Of course, these were no longer the days of reckless home alone antics; railing-sliding and food-hoarding and fish-planting. All Astrid wanted to do now was sleep and try to forget another awful day of letting her brain by rotted by a thousand pre-pubescent voices and forget everything that was going on. It seemed kind of redundant, that Berk had never been more peaceful, but Astrid had never felt so hopeless.

And she could no longer deny it probably had something to do with Hiccup.

(That jerk).

Astrid is about halfway up the stairs to the loft (and her bed) when a sudden noise wakes her from her drowsy stupor. Horns—loud ones—in a deeper and darker tone than she had grown used to hearing in the past few days of training drills.

The Hiccup-is-on-his-way horn. The there's-a-crap-ton-of-dragons-on-the-approach horn. The this-is-no-joke-get-ready-to-fight horn.

Astrid stops mid-step. Nearly ten days to the date, and now he was here. She should have been running for her axe and making a beeline for the Great Hall. But she really was tired—not only in the classic sense, but just tired of all this deep, philosophical thinking.

This was the big moment, and it didn't even feel real.

After taking another (probably critical) moment, she allows her warrior instinct to take over and hikes quickly up the stairs to her weapon, and straight back down.

She's doesn't even bother to shut the door behind her—who knew if there'd be anything left to steal when she got back.

.

.

.

As it turns out, the big moment didn't feel real because it wasn't.

Yes, _exactly. _While the village of Berk had streamed out of their houses and to their pre-determined battle positions, they villagers had come to a quick and confusing conclusion: there was nothing in the sky. No dragons, no Hiccup, no nothing. It was a night as dead as any other.

What…?

Some Vikings ran off to battle stations anyway, yelling for others to follow.

Astrid didn't. Mysterious sneak attacks—this wasn't his style. Not to mention if he was planning a sneak attack, he wouldn't have been spotted in the first place. Something was going on… or it was probably just a false alarm from a watchman that had wished so hard something would come that he thought it actually did.

Astrid goes back home to enjoy the good night's sleep she so deeply wanted.

Too bad there was someone already there waiting for her.

.

.

.

Hiccup is sitting on the loft stairs. Well, lounged was more like it, since he's covered about four steps as he leans back on the top step and has his legs stretched out below him on the bottom.

She notices him instantly.

"Took you long enough," He says, grinning at her shocked expression.

Hiccup. In her house. Hiccup… not dead as she had been suspecting. There's a strange and not-totally-unpleasant sensation of what felt like her stomach unknotting.

(She doesn't want to admit why).

"What are you doing here?" She can't think of what else to ask.

He sits up. "I thought maybe you were missing me."

"I thought you died, to be honest." She scoffs.

"Why would you think that?" He looks interested, smiling faintly.

"You were supposed to be here weeks ago. And… considering how I pissed you off last times I saw you, I was sure you wouldn't be late to come destroy Berk." She says.

He stands up, jumping down the last two stairs to come stand in front of her. "I was going to," He says as he moves. "But I went to Outcast Island to finish things up, and I just kept getting side tracked. You know how dragons can get, always vying for your attention." He shrugs. "I didn't feel up to it at the end of the day."

"You _didn't feel up to it?" _Astrid feels half a smile creep onto her face. _He changed his mind. He changed his mind. But why? _"Is that the only reason?"

He studies her for a second. "What are you getting at?"

"You reconsidered."

"I didn't reconsider… I postponed."

"Yea, right!" She says louder than necessary. "Why'd you change your mind?"

He's staring at her, taking a little too long to respond. "Are your parents coming back?" he asks quietly.

"Maybe, after what just happened. Did you actually—"

"So then we should get out of here."

"What? Hiccup—"

He gracefully grabs her hand. "I want to show you something." He says, pulling her towards the back door of her house.

Toothless is lying in the grass behind her house, shuffling around and sniffing it like there was something tasty buried underneath. It seemed reckless of Hiccup to leave him out there, but the dragon's black scales kept him well-camouflaged in the night. When he sees them both he gets up on his paws, his eyes growing large and excited.

"He's happy to see you," Hiccup comments.

"Wait," Astrid pulls her hand free, stopping herself before he can get her on the dragon and into his domain. "Where are we going?"

He smiles a lopsided smile, getting on the dragon anyway. "You wanted me to be honest with you. Well, there's one more story I haven't told you yet. And… it's about time I told you."

.

.

.

They don't fly for very long. They don't even leave the island, rather, travel to the same place that now had so much meaning for the both of them: the cove.

"Uh, did you bring me out here to murder me?" Astrid asks.

He hops off his dragon, knowing better than to offer her his hand and instead giving her the space she needs to get off herself. "If I wanted to murder you, I would have already."

"Touché."

Astrid takes a look around as she helps herself off of Toothless. "So what are we doing here, then?"

He exhales slowly. "Don't you ever wonder what happened after my dad captured Toothless and shipped half of Berk on a suicide mission to kill the red death?"

Astrid is silent. In the back of her mind, she'd never forgotten that. In fact, she had decided not to tell the chief about Hiccup in the first place because she doubted Stoick's story about that day had been totally true. But until now, she hadn't really thought about an alternative tale.

"I remember you'd been listening in on the conversation I was having with my dad."

_"Dad, wait! You don't know what you're up against!" _

_Stoick had slammed the doors to the Great Hall so hard that the locks had missed and they had flown back open. Astrid peeks her head by, but didn't feel right staring right into the room, so she stands by the large doors and listens to the argument. _

_"You're not a Viking. You're not my son." Stoick says with definition, and storms out. Astrid heard his footsteps coming and presses herself against the side wall, hoping the raging chief wouldn't spot her. He's too busy yelling at other people in his line of sight to notice. _

"After I spoke to you, it was the lasts anyone had heard from you." Astrid says, watching Hiccup sit down next to Toothless in the grass.

"Not quite." He looks up at her expectantly, and knowing she had no choice if she wanted to hear the story, Astrid sits down beside him so they were seated side-by-side. When he has her attention again, he continues.

"After what had happened, I couldn't watch them do what they were doing to Toothless, so I ran off to go sulk."

"Really?"

"Yea, actually. I didn't feel like I had anyone to talk to."

"I wanted to talk to you." Astrid shrugs. "But I couldn't find you anywhere. I got the whole group together, none of us could."

Hiccup looks at her skeptically. "You did? Even Snoutlout?"

"Surprising, I know. He actually got offended when I _didn't _ask him to help at first." She looks down. "But apparently it didn't matter, because you weren't even in the village anymore."

From her peripherals, she can see Hiccup looking down, too. "I was going to, after I'd had time to burn off all my frustration. I figured there was nothing else I could do. But then, well, I think it was a miracle." He points over to the pond, gently illuminated by the moonlight. "After all the action in the arena with Toothless, no one had paid any attention to the monstrous nightmare. It must have gotten out in all the commotion, because it was right over there when I got here, drinking from the pond."

Astrid looks over at him quickly, beginning to realize what Hiccup's plan had been. "So you went after them. You tamed the nightmare and followed the boats to Helheim's Gate."

He nods. "I thought about getting you guys, I really did, but I realized there wouldn't be enough time. Toothless was leading them in the right direction, and I knew if they made it there first no one would survive. So I used the nightmare to cause a distraction. I set it loose, and the boats stopped because they could hear it on the rocks and thought it was attacking. It started a fire on one of the boats, I think. And while everyone was distracted—"

"—You tried to get on the boat Toothless was on." Astrid interrupts, connecting all the dots in her mind. _Of course. _Of course, it all made sense now. The chief hadn't just written off his son like it seemed he had. "But Stoick saw you, didn't he?"

Hiccup nods slowly. "Everyone was so concerned with the fire, I didn't think anyone would see me. But he was—well, still is—_obsessed. _I mean, just when I thought I was in the clear, I'd almost gotten the harness off, and we'd be free. And no one would have to die, because they'd never be able to make it to the nest."

"But he saw you."

"He tried to stop me, too. But then Toothless got free, and he couldn't get any closer." Hiccup's face has grown still, and he wouldn't meet her eyes. He looks at a spot above her head, then back at the floor. "And he didn't do anything, after that. He didn't call anyone over, nothing. He just looked at me, and he looked so _disappointed. _I tried to tell him, before, that nobody could beat the Red Death. But he didn't listen to me; what other choice did I have?" He finally looks up, and Astrid can see in his eyes exactly how hurt he is. She's never seen him so vulnerable. Not even in the time years ago when his physical stature made him constantly vulnerable.

"But he let you go, didn't he? That has to count for something."

"He didn't want his idiot son to embarrass him any more than I already had," Hiccup argues.

"That…" But Astrid doesn't know how to finish the sentence. It made sense. It explained so much. Why Stoick had never seemed to care that much that Hiccup had disappeared. He was the only person on the island that knew what had actually happened. He didn't get eaten by the nightfury, he'd committed the ultimate betrayal by siding with the dragons indefinitely.

"That's just another reason why I have no choice, Astrid." He continues. "It just proves what I've been saying this entire time. My dad would rather protect his honour than his son. He's not capable of changing his mind, and until dragons and humans are separated there will never be peace."

There's a long, natural bought of silence. The cove is relatively quiet, and by the sounds of Toothless' slow and rhythmic breathing, he's fallen asleep.

Gods, everything is so messed up.

"I'm sorry if I've made this hard for you." Hiccup says quietly.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean… if I really had never come to talk to you, you wouldn't be in the position. Ignorance is bliss, you know?"

Astrid looks over at him, tilting her head to the side. "I don't regret what I know. I'm not really... like them." She curls her knees into her chest, a little perplexed by the realization. "I don't want to hate you like the village does." She admits timidly.

Hiccup puts a hand on the back of his head, like he often did when he was nervous. "So… that's why I wanted to ask you… would you ever consider, maybe, coming back with me?" This time he looks right at her. She can see something excited in his eyes.

"I don't understand."

"Did you ever think about leaving here? You don't have to stay here, with them, if you don't want to. You could come back to the mountain with me, and the dragons." As he watches her puzzled look, he adds: "I mean, we've always worked well together. Would it really be that bad?"

_Probably not. _Is the first thing that she thinks to say. Hiccup wasn't the bad person he pretended to be—he was still the sweet guy she knew from five years ago—but with more worldly experience and an admirable level of combat skill. And if she had to spend the unforeseeable future with only one person, she wouldn't mind Hiccup. He was decent—and if she had to admit it, not _completely _horrible to look at compared to a good portion of Berk.

But the idea of telling him all this made her somehow nervous.

"I'd never be able to come back." She says after a long moment of contemplation.

"I know." He shrugs. "But what's the point if you can't be who you are?"

It was a loaded question.

Astrid sighs instead of answering, leaning over and resting her head on Hiccup's shoulder.

"I can take you back if you want."

"Let me think about it." Astrid says, nudging his arm with her shoulder. "Give me a couple days. It's a lot to consider."

He seems to finally exhale. "I can do that."

"Unless you come by during that time and destroy me, then the deal's off." She says jokingly.

He laughs. "I promise I'll restrain myself."

And so they sit, and breathe and listen to the forest.

And there's an unknown feeling in the air… but it feels kind of good.
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"I can't believe she stabbed me!"

"It's a superficial wound."

"She stabbed me with a boot horn!" Fishlegs whines, limping along beside Astrid even though he'd been stabbed into his shoulder.

"It's not that bad, Fishlegs." Astrid says, patting his arm before realizing that was exactly where his wound was. He winces. "You'll be fine. Gothi will wrap it up for you and you'll be as good as new. All you really have to do is avoid work for a few days so you don't agitate the wound."

"Why can't she just like me?" Fishlegs whimpers after a silent few seconds, obviously referring to Ruffnut and her most recent attempt to ward off suitors.

Astrid sighs. "She _does _like you. If she didn't like you, you would probably be dead by now." When that doesn't seem to cheer him up, she adds, "And think of her hitting you as a sign of endearment. She does it to Tuff, she does it to Snoutlout and now she does it to you. Think of this as, like, your initiation into the club of important men in her life." It's a cheesy explanation, but exactly what Fishlegs wanted to hear.

Not surprisingly, Fishlegs perks up considerably. "Do you think so?" He asks.

"I do. And if you really love her, you're shouldn't be ready to give up so easily. You need to work for it."

The two finally reach the steps to Gothi's perch, and Fishlegs steps ahead to stand on the top stair, but pauses and turns around, blocking the way with his massive body. "Wow, Astrid, that's really insightful; and romantic."

Astrid stops, suddenly very aware of what she'd just said. That really was insightful. And too romantic, considering she's never thought of herself as any more romantic than Gobber's hook hand. Where did that come from?

She didn't know what to say. "I've never thought of myself as a—"

"Dragon!" Fishlegs squeals suddenly.

"A dragon?"

"Dragon!" He squeaks again, raising a hand and pointing to somewhere behind Astrid. Astrid turns around to see a deadly nadder standing behind her, wings slightly raised and eyes open wide.

But not just any nadder. The cute, blue-eggshell nadder she'd rescued from the dragon trap weeks ago. The same one she'd carried across the ocean to Hiccup's mountain.

Of course it was a bit bigger now, not nearly the size of a full-grown nadder but big enough to be a threat to anyone who didn't know it wasn't.

"Oh my gods," Fishlegs breathes. "Maybe if we don't move…"

The nadder squawk's non-menacingly.

Fishlegs freaks out. "Hiccup's here! He brought his dragons! Oh Thor, Astrid, kill it before the rest get here!" When she doesn't move, he continues to freak out. "Astrid, what are you doing?!"

The nadder hops forward slightly.

Fishlegs screams.

"Shut up, Fishlegs." Astrid growls, thinking quickly. Of course she couldn't kill it; that was out of the question. The poor thing was innocent, and she sure as Hel wasn't conflicted about it anymore. She pulls a knife from her belt.

"Go to Gothi's," Astrid says slowly, turning slightly to look at Fishlegs and make sure he was listening. "I can deal with this."

"I can't leave you! Here! With that!"

Fishlegs' squealing is clearly irritating the nadder, and only making it look more menacing. It hops forward again, leaning in to inspect Astrid and glare at her friend.

"You're injured, and it's just a small one." Astrid says to Fishlegs. "Just go, I'll be up in a few minutes."

He makes a sound of protest.

"Just go, already!" Her sudden outburst makes Fishlegs jump, and with another few words of protest he starts hiking up the stairs, around the curve of the mountain and out of sight.

When the sound of the stairs groaning under Fishlegs' weight grow faint, Astrid drops the knife, raising her hands in defense. She couldn't kill the nadder—there was no way she'd allow herself—but she didn't really know how to handle the situation, either. How did Hiccup deal with wild dragons? He'd never exactly described it as a science.

The nadder tilts its head down, looking at her curiously. It hops forward again, so they're only metres apart. If it lunges now, she wouldn't be able to protect herself. Astrid looks down at the knife.

No. No, she wasn't going to be like the rest of them.

The deadly nadder is the first to take action, taking the last few steps between them. Astrid stays frozen, and the nadder sets her large head on top of Astrid's and hums.

Uhhh…

After a second it takes a step back, looking at her and squawking happily. It remembered her, too. Wow. She should have expected this reaction, but she finds herself exhaling in relief.

Astrid can't help but grin. "Hello," She greets, timidly holding out a hand palm-up. The nadder seems to smile back as it licks her hand and face in one giant swoop.

"Aw, gross!" Astrid says laughingly, trying to wipe away at the thick slobber on her cheek. "What are you doing all the way over here, huh?" She asks it.

Of course the nadder can only answer with a noise, which provides no explanation at all. What_ was_ she doing back here? Of course now she looked big enough to fly by herself, but why had she come all the way back to Berk; especially when she was safely at the mountain with all her siblings?

"Why _did _you come here?" Astrid asks again, this time more to herself. The nadder makes another noise, and it suddenly makes Astrid realize how loud they are actually being. She has to get the dragon out of the open before she got caught fraternizing with a dragon and the nadder got caught being a dragon.

Astrid reaches up and wraps an arm on the underside of the nadder's jaw. She smiles when it doesn't fight her. She had to get it out of here.
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The island of Berk was pretty much 90% cliffs, so it wasn't very hard to find a secluded area with a decent drop for takeoff.

"Go," Astrid commands, probably stretching her liberties a little too much with the dragon but not really caring. If the nadder didn't leave, someone was going to try and hurt her. Astrid points out at the water, the sky, whatever. "Go." She says again.

The nadder just looks at her, completely confused or maybe just completely insubordinate.

"You have to leave," Astrid says pleadingly. "If you don't someone might find you. I don't know if I'll be able to protect you if they do."

The nadder doesn't budge. It's not even facing the right way to fly off.

Astrid pushes at her with her shoulder. "You need to leave!" The nadder finds it amusing and pushes back, clearly outclassing Astrid in weight and forcing the Viking girl onto the floor.

Astrid rubs a hand up her face, propping herself up on her elbows and looking up at the nadder. "Gods, what am I going to do with you?"

The nadder leans down, offering her front horn to help Astrid get back up. When both are upright again, Astrid delivers her final warning to the baby. "I don't want to see anything bad happen to you. Please—" she couldn't believe she was using the 'p' word with a dragon. "—just fly away."

The nadder does its head-tilt-hum thing again. Astrid brings a hand up and pats its side.

Where could she take this thing where no one would find it?

She nearly laughs. Gods, she was about to become Hiccup circa five years ago.


	11. The Girl on a Mission

**A/N: Look at me, you guys should be proud. Actually, I think we should do a serious scientific study on if listening to the HTTYD soundtrack gives you a better work ethic.**

**On another note, let's talk social practises in Berk. There are some fics out there where the author is true to the time period when it comes to things like marriage, laws, rights etc. I respect those guys, and I respect that time, but that's not how I'm doing this fic. ****Yes, the Vikings in HTTYD resemble those of our history, but they also wear helmets with horns and ride dragons. So it can be whatever I want it to be. I'm just saying this because topics as such will be coming up now and in future.**

**(Rant over. Enjoy the chapter). **

**BTW:**** Sjofn (Shaw-fin)-Norse goddess of love and associated things. **

* * *

><p>"Stormfly?" Astrid stands in the middle of the cove, swiveling slowly to try and spot the hiding dragon. "Stormfly?" She continues to turn around in circles.<p>

When nothing happens, Astrid sighs heavily and puts her hands on her hips. "Oh well, I guess she's not here." She says sarcastically, turning away from the place she knew the deadly nadder was hiding in the rocks. She pretends to act surprised when the dragon jumps out at her, nearly knocking her over as it licks up her face. "Hey there, girl!" She laughs, putting her arms around Stormfly's chin just to keep herself upright.

It had been two days since Astrid had found Stormfly—as she had decided to name her—and three since she'd last seen Hiccup. Not that Hiccup's presence mattered to her or not—she was too busy taking care of the blue dragon, bringing it food and playing with it while it was staying in the cove.

She had tried to get it to fly away; it just wouldn't. It didn't want to leave, and as selfish as it sounded, Astrid was starting to really not want it to. How could anyone (herself included) have ever thought these creatures were anything but wonderful?

"Ack—okay, okay!" Astrid could barely believe this was the same dragon she'd held in her arms only a while ago. Now it was getting so big. "The only way you're going to get your food is if you stop licking me!"

The word 'food' may have registered something in the dragon, because she respectfully backs off, still looking rather excited. Astrid has a basket of fish she'd brought with her, not nearly full to the rim but the bag was getting heavier every day that Stormfly seemed to become hungrier.

Astrid pats the dragon's side as it digs into the basket. "I'd love to stick around, but I've got to go to work today, girl." She says, already dreading having to go to her job. The more time she spent in the cove with Stormfly, the less she likes the idea of what she had to teach. "I'll be back later today, though."

Stormfly pulls her head from the basket, but the weaving gets caught on her spikes. She starts squawking wildly, running around and shaking her head to get the bag off. Fish start flying everywhere.

"Stormfly!" Astrid laughs, chasing after the dragon. "Hold on, I'm coming."
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Astrid stops at home to grab her axe before work and finds Hiccup sitting on her windowsill.

And for the first time, it's a good surprise. And totally not in a sarcastic way.

"Where were you this morning?" He asks, watching his boots slide up and down the side of the window frame with intent.

"Unlike some people, I don't have the liberty to sleep whenever I want." Astrid says, grabbing her axe form its usual spot, her back turned to him. "I don't have an answer for you, yet, if that's why you're here."

"Oh, I know. And it's not. I was wondering if you'd seen a deadly nadder anywhere around here, actually." She can hear his voice turn smug.

Astrid looks over at him, putting her free hand on her hip. "Why would I have seen a deadly nadder?"

Of course, Astrid had the option to tell the truth, here. She trusted Hiccup, it didn't have anything to do with that that she felt the need to withhold the information. But… she didn't like the idea of him taking Stormfly away, back to the mountain.

"Because a dragon went missing the other day, and it's the same one you rescued from the dragon trap. She left the mountain, and I'm a little bit worried about her. You wouldn't happen to know where she is?"

Maybe it was selfish of her, but she was becoming a little bit attached to her dragon. And if she told him where she was, he'd have just another reason to make her want to go with him.

She would tell him… in a few days when she'd made her decision.

"Nope." She shrugs animatedly. "I haven't seen a nadder anywhere. The island's been relatively dragon-free, if you haven't noticed."

"Ha, very funny. It's nice, isn't it? Dragons and Vikings, totally out of each other's hair."

Astrid walks across the room to sit on top of her bed across from him, putting her hands in her lap. He smiles at her. "I heard what you did, by the way. Pushing poor Aslog into the archipelago so you could blow the watch horn and cause a distraction."

"Hey, she was fine. They fished her out alive, didn't they?"

Astrid can't help but smile, shaking her head. "You know the entire island is on watch for you, right? They know you've been here now. Aslog saw you."

"It doesn't matter," He says with a mock mysterious tone. "I have my ways of getting around so no one will ever see me."

"How does that work, exactly?"

"That's for me to know."

"And me to find out."

"No, just for me to know."

Astrid laughs at him. "I forgot how cheesy you are."

"I have to try. Toothless is the biggest ham—he always makes me feel like a second rate comedian. And he can't even talk."

"Oh, gods." She waves a hand at him. "Don't think you're going to get to use five years of unused jokes on me."

"Alright then." He swings his legs over so he was sitting on the edge of the sill, facing Astrid directly. He leans his arms on his knees. "So what's everyone been up to, since I was gone? Have the twins devoted themselves to Loki? Does Snoutlout still win all the Thawfest games? Did Fishlegs ever go through with his diet plan?"

"Uh, no, yes and a giant no. But we're too old for the Thawfest games now, it's all the younger kids who get to do it. Gustav, Blaize—you remember them. They're all pretty horrible at it. Speaking of…" Astrid stands up, grabbing her axe from atop the comforter. "I have some horribly unskilled Vikings to train."

"Huh. I guess it never occurred to me that we'd outgrow Thawfest. It seemed like the kind of thing we'd do forever, you know?" Hiccup rests his chin in his palm. "And… how's Stoick?" The question sounds like it's really trying to be nonchalant, but fails miserably.

It seemed like an odd question, considering the less-than-positive feelings Hiccup seemed to have towards his father. Astrid stops, turning to look at him with apprehensive eyes. "He's fine, I think. A little frantic these days, what with you being back and being evil and threatening Berk and all."

Hiccup sighs. "Yea, I would have guessed as much. I realize I've caused him a lot of stress—Hel, I've been doing that since I was born. But I meant more, has he acted at all different from the last time he saw me?"

"If you're trying to pass this off as small talk, it's not working."

He grins. "I wasn't. I have a genuine interest in the topic, if that makes you feel any better."

"So what's this interest about, then? Last time I heard you have some...mixed feelings towards your dad."

"Don't ask, unless you want to become an accomplice."

She studies his smile, mulling it over but not really thinking of any other options. "I'm asking."

Hiccup chuckles darkly. "Fine. I have it on good authority that he has some kind of plan against me, and I've been investigating with… minimal results."

"Minimal as in…?"

"He's been slippery. He seems as normal as anything, but I can't go around snooping as well as I would like to, or have been able to do in the past."

"Because you pushed Aslog into the archipelago."

"Because I pushed Aslog into the archipelago _to see you._" He corrects her.

(Somehow that makes Astrid's gut turn over). When she looks like she's about to argue, he continues. "All by my own choice, of course." He adds smoothly. "Just keep an ear out, would you?"

Astrid looks at him skeptically. "Hiccup, what's the plan, here?" Her tone has become much more serious, a little bit accusing. She turns around to face him, propping her weapon against the wall and leaning against the doorframe.

"Hm?" He looks up at her. "I just said—"

"No, I mean, what's your endgame in all this? If—" Now Astrid finds herself lacking the proper words. "If I go with you or not, or if your dad has a plan against you or not, what's the plan? Are you still going to come back and… you know, go through with your plans of mass destruction?"

Hiccup runs a hand over his face, his smile faltering. "I don't know anymore, Astrid. You've confused the Hel out of me."

"Which means…?"

"I mean…" he stands up and walks over to her. "You've made me think that maybe all Vikings aren't bad. And it was a lot easier just to think they all were. Something needs to be done, I just don't know what, yet."

"At least… promise me you'll talk to me before you do anything." Astrid says.

He smiles at her. "I promise, okay? You'll be the first to know."

She smiles back. "Okay. Then I'll find some time to go talk to Stoick, see if there's anything that he'll tell me." She puts her hands on her hips. "Consider me an accomplice."
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"He really did that?"

"Yep. A fish head on a stick. It still had the eyes in it any everything."

Astrid and Ruffnut walk side-by-side down the main stretch of the village, both on their way to their respective jobs but neither eager to get there. The two girls really were in desperate need of some good one-on-one time; being the only two similarly-aged girls in the village meant they only had each other to talk to when it came to girl stuff. (Even if neither of them liked to admit they had girl stuff to talk about).

"Well, that's great then." Astrid says, nudging her friend. "You love fish eyes."

"I know…" Ruff sighs, grabbing her shoulders. "I just… I don't know how to feel about either of them."

Astrid nods for her to continue.

"They spend so much time trying to impress me, I don't remember the last time we did anything fun. You know, don't blow stuff up _for _me, blow stuff up _with _me." She shrugs. "It was a lot easier when we were kids."

How much easier everything had been when they were kids.

"So then maybe neither of them are Sjofn's choice for you." Astrid says.

"It may not matter." Ruffnut growls, kicking the dust as they walk.

"What? Why?"

"Haven't your parents said anything to you? Don't they want you to get out of the house?"

"No—" but then Astrid remembers that day when her mother was interrupted by the training drill. So that's what she'd wanted to talk about. "Actually, I guess, yea. They haven't outright said anything, but I think they've been trying to."

"Typical. They gave the same talk to my brother, and I bet the boys got it, too. It's gonna be a frenzy."

"I think my parents would want me to have someone before I moved out."

Ruff shoots her an incredulous look. "So then how come every time I come by your house your never home? Please don't tell me you put all your free time in sharpening weapons. We _all _know you're hiding someone from the rest of us."

Astrid pushes her shoulder. "I am not! The trainees keep me busy, and we have a lot of training. These kids aren't nearly as good as we were at that age. Gustav tried to pick his nose with an axe once!"

Ruffnut laughs and pushes her back. "Okay, okay! I don't need all the details. I was just curious, that's all." Astrid laughs with her, raising her shoulder just in time for Ruff to push her back.

After they've finally managed to contain themselves, Ruff continues. "You know, me and Tuffnut could never really figure out who your type was. We kind of always figured it would end up being you and Hiccup."

Astrid nearly stumbles on the ground as she can't help but feel her cheeks heat up a bit. "N-No way! I barely paid him any attention when we were kids, and I wasn't exactly nice to him during dragon training."

"Yea, see, we thought about that, too. But we knew you'd never go for the other options. Could you honestly tell me you'd have ever had any interest in the other boys? My _brother?" _

"Have you smelled your brother?"

"My point exactly. And they would never go for you, because they knew they couldn't keep up. But Hiccup—"

"Couldn't keep up either!" Astrid interrupts. They finally reach the point where the two girls had to part ways, but they stop and stand together as they continue to talk.

"But he knew that, and he really didn't care."

"I guess…"

"I always kind of thought it would happen because he was going to be the chief, and Stoick wasn't going to let Hiccup be in charge by himself. So then he'd probably ask your—"

"You sound like you've put a lot of thought into this." Astrid interrupts again, crossing her arms and glaring playfully as Ruff.

She shrugs, grinning. "I share a room with Tuffnut, we have a lot of time to conspire."

"So you always thought I'd marry him out of obligation? You know I wouldn't—"

"Yea, yea, I didn't say it was a good theory. But then came the night before the kill ring—"

"—No, Ruffnut—"

"—and you woke me up in the middle of the night, with this insane story that you _kissed _Hiccup and you thought you had lost your mind." She leans forward and points a finger at Astrid. "And for twenty-four hours, I was right!"

Astrid covers her face with one hand. "Alright." Her voice is muffled through her fingers. "Fine, but that was a long time ago. And before Hiccup went rogue."

Ruffnut smiles devilishly. "True. But at the time, you _did _like him."

"Maybe," Astrid turns to head up the path to the arena, looking at Ruffnut from over her shoulder. "But not anymore!" she calls.

Ruffnut laughs and waves as she starts to walk in the opposite direction towards the docks.
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The island had become dark hours ago, and since then most of Berk has gone to sleep. Ever since the raids had stopped again, so had the times of waiting until late at night for dragon attacks. Berk had gone dormant at the end of a long day, which left the street quiet and empty.

Astrid walks silently down the main street. She pulls her hood down when she reaches the front porch of Stoick's house, knowing the chief will be at home this time of the night.

She wasn't sure exactly what she would say, just that the chief would probably be more than willing to talk. Maybe she hadn't expressed it directly to Hiccup, but the chief trusted her a lot more than he let on, and if she asked he would probably tell her. Astrid was in charge of the youth of Berk, in combination with her profound ability to _control _the youth of Berk, made her a pretty important figure on the island.

She trusted Hiccup, and (despite the tidbit of information of Hiccup that had been withheld) Astrid trusted the chief. What information she decided to use and disuse was another story.

No one answers when she knocks on the door once, twice.

How could it be that he wasn't at home this late?

She hears movement from inside the house.

"Stoick?" Astrid asks, knocking again. He was in there.

The door suddenly opens. And it wasn't Stoick on the other side.

"He's not here at the moment, can I take a message?" Hiccup says laughingly.

Astrid feels her face fall flat. "What are you doing here?" She whisper-yells, pushing them inside and closing the door behind them.

"Relax, he's not here." Hiccup says, still chuckling. "My questions is: what are you doing here?"

"I—I came to talk to him like I said I would!" She pushes a finger against his chest. "You shouldn't be here!"

"Great minds snoop alike, eh?" Hiccup says, raising his hand to push down her accusatory one. "I was just looking for clues, notes, you know how it goes. I figure he's got to have something around here."

"But you weren't supposed to come here, where you could get caught! I thought we established that the whole village is looking for you!"

"Concerned, are we?" He raises a playful eyebrow.

"I—" Astrid suddenly stops, the words catching in her throat as she hears footfalls making the porch creak. "Someone's here," She whispers. "We need to go up, escape through the window—"

"I was thinking more _in," _Hiccup says, stopping her as she walks past him by looping his arm under hers and pulling her in the opposite direction. He turns to the dresser to their left, pulling the door open and pushing her inside.

"What are you doing!?" She growls, but doesn't fight him as she steps inside.

"Spying!" He says gleefully, jumping in after her and sealing the door behind them.

There's a pile of unfolded clothes on the bottom of the wardrobe, and Astrid finds herself suddenly struggling to keep herself balanced. She leans herself up against the side wall, arms on the two adjacent walls to keep upright.

It's dark in the wardrobe, apart from the slit of light where the doors met in the middle. Astrid can hear the sound of the front door fly open, and what sounds like a couple pairs of boots on the hardwood.

"—I just don't understand, Gobber." Stoick. "He was supposed to come days ago. Why didn't he? The dragons are still here, and so are we."

"Maybe we should just be grateful he's not coming, Stoick. You heard him and you saw his dragons, it didn't seem like good news for us." The two men continue to walk around the room, and by the sounds of wood scraping against wood, they were starting a fire.

"You know I had a plan, Gobber. And it would have worked, too. We would have been able to catch him."

Hiccup snorts. Astrid elbows him in the ribs.

"Nothin's fool proof. I say don't look a gift yak in the mouth."

Neither of the men say anything after that, and apart from the sounds of the crackling fire, the room is silent. More footfalls indicate they haven't yet left.

Hiccup is fidgeting, standing beside her, and he brings his hand up to rest against the wall next to her head. Astrid looks over at his hand as he moves it… then down his arm to where it was basically nestled between them, then attaches to his torso. She realizes just how close they were in that closet.

Very, very, close.

It was a very small wardrobe.

"So what were you gonna do about Astrid?" Gobber asks after what feels like an endless minute of silence.

Wait… what?

Upon hearing her name, Hiccup turns his head to look at Astrid. She can feel his breath on her cheek. Oh gods, now was the not the time to start feeling claustrophobic. She'd just never… been close to anyone like this before. And this wasn't just anyone, it was _Hiccup. _Astrid turns her head so her ear's against the wood, and away from Hiccup's gaze.

"I don't know yet. I talked to her parents a few days ago, they were all for the idea. But I'm not sure if she's ready. Or maybe I'm just not ready."

Ready? Ready for what?!

Hiccup shifts. She notices.

"Well, what about the other options, then? Snoutlout—"

"Not Snoutlout. He's obsessed with Tuffnut—"

"I think you mean Ruffnut," Gobber interrupts.

"Right, sorry, I always get the two confused. But either way, he's too easily distracted. Astrid might just be the only one. But it will have to be later, when the threat Hiccup presents has calmed down. If he does never come back, I'd consider it more."

"But now might—"

BAM. BAM. BAM.

The building starts suddenly shaking. Astrid can barely hold herself standing on the clothes, and leans against Hiccup's adjacent arm as she grasps at the opposite walls to keep herself from toppling onto the (tight) floor of the wardrobe.

The tremors come in quick, short bursts that make the shields on the walls rattle and by the sounds of it, the kettle swing and the dishware clatter.

"What is that?" Stoick yells over the pounding noise.

Hiccup seems to be also losing his balance on the pile of clothes as well, and pulls his hand back from the wall where Astrid was. Astrid suddenly feels herself jerked forward into Hiccup's chest. Oh gods, her hair—

BAM. BAM. BAM.

Hiccup seems to no longer be able to keep his balance (which in turn meant Astrid could no longer keep her balance) and pushes against the walls in a last attempt to keep upright as the shaking continued. But his hand accidentally pushes against the wardrobe door, and the two of them fall out, toppling in a pile onto the floor of the house.

Into the same room where Stoick and Gobber were standing.


	12. That Other Boy

**A/N: I'm just going to say I'm sorry in advance. You guys may not know what I'm talking about yet, but you will when you get to the ending. It may just be my most evil cliffhanger yet. I'm sorry. Please don't be mad.**

**But besides that, I thought it was about time I thanked everyone for their wonderful, wonderful support. I am so proud to be writing a story that so many people enjoy. It absolutely blows my mind the kind of readership this story is getting, so thank you, just for reading. But the story is not yet done, so I hope I can keep your attention for just a little longer!**

**Enjoy! (And I'm sorry).**

* * *

><p>BAM. BAM. BAM.<p>

Astrid and Hiccup fly out of the wardrobe, hitting the floor in messy a pile of arms and legs. They sprawl out over the surface, completely unable to disguise themselves enough to even think about getting away.

Astrid's hair is caught in Hiccup's armour, but she can move her head enough to look around, and when she doesn't hear yelling, she allows herself to exhale a nervous lungful of stale air.

"Where did they go?" She breathes.

"They must have gone outside to check out the noise," Hiccup says, and she's sure he sounds relieved. "Toothless knows to jump on the roof if he thinks I'm trapped inside."

"Smart dragon."

He tries to stand up, and Astrid yelps. "My hair is stuck in your armour!" She says, trying her best to stand with him, but the braid seems to have gotten caught in the shoulder joint. He puts a hand under her arm, allowing them to get up at the same time.

From the way her hair was stuck, they were forced to stay stuck together with Astrid leaning awkwardly over Hiccup's shoulder. She could barely take a step without tripping over his legs. (Why hadn't she just decided to grow out her hair with Ruffnut when she was twelve?).

BAM. BAM. BAM.

They didn't have much time before Stoick discovered Toothless.

"We go up the stairs," Hiccup says, and she nods (Ouch, bad idea), focusing on her feet as the two walked side-by-side, Astrid titled slightly into his shoulder where her braid was stuck.

BAM. BAM… silence.

They would never make it at this speed.

"Screw it." Hiccup whispers. "I know you won't like this," He says, and before she can ask why he bends down, sweeping her behind the knees and picking her up in his arms. Astrid instinctively wraps her arms around his neck, and hates herself for it.

Oh, gods. If Ruffnut could see them now. She would have never heard the end of it.

Hiccup hikes them up the stairs with time to spare, as Astrid hears the front door open again after they are well past the safety of the second floor.

Stoick grumbles something indecipherable from this distance. Gobber says something along the lines of "boys will be boys."

Hiccup carries her over to the window, but stops before they reach the sill.

"What are you doing?" She whispers to him.

"What do you want me to do, throw you out? We're kind of stuck together, here."

"Put me down," She whispers back, unwrapping her arms from his neck, prompting him to release her. "Give me a knife," She says when she's back on the ground.

He hands her a knife from his other arm slot, and Astrid tries to hold it up to the tie keeping the braid together. She realizes she'd probably stab herself in the head before she got the tie with how much she could see of it.

She holds out the knife to him. "Cut the band out." She commands, and he complies, taking the knife from her. She hears the leather snap and feels her hair fall around her shoulders.

Don't be fooled, Astrid still has a lot more hair than it seems, and even as she pulls pieces away it's hard for her to pinpoint exactly what was stuck and what wasn't.

"Can you get it out?" She asks. She can't see, but feels Hiccup using his free hard to brush through her hair, and feels a little bit of a tug when he pulls at it.

"It's tangled up in the joint," He whispers. "I don't think—"

"Just cut it."

"What?"

"Cut it off."

"Astrid, it's a lot—"

"Just do it." She says impatiently. Of course she doesn't want to cut her hair, but they didn't have a choice. Not unless they wanted to wait all night until Stoick left again, and even that way they could never fly home during the day or in this awkward position.

"If you have a big chunk of hair cut off, don't you think people will ask why?"

"I can make something up."

She hears him shuffling, and knows he's not doing what she asked. "What—"

"Give me a sec," He says quickly.

After nearly a minute of listening to him doing _something, _he pulls her over to the small bed in the room. "Don't move," He says, forcing her to sit with him.

"What—" Something heavy pulls her head back, forcing Astrid to lean back onto her elbows. "Stop moving," he tells her again, holding her shoulder.

What the Hel was he doing?

Something makes a snapping sound (That wasn't her hair). "Alright, you're good."

Astrid lifts her head and feels no resistance. Her hair was free. What did…?

Hiccup stands up, and she sees: He'd managed to get his armour off, and from there her hair free. But looking at him now, it was like seeing him as a different person. He looked so much more… human.

(Not to mention the plane of his chest was well-defined through his simple shirt… but that was beside the point).

He offers her his hand, and feeling like she was staring, Astrid taking it, looking down to avoid his eyes and fight the feeling of her face heating up. (Brain: stop thinking so much).

Hiccup grabs the armour, now in two pieces snapped at the shoulder, and stuff them under the bed.

"What…?" Astrid begins to ask, but he just shrugs. "I can't put it back on, now. The shoulder is broken—I have spares, as long as he doesn't find this, it doesn't matter."

"But—"

"I'll come back tomorrow and get it before he ever comes up here."

They go over to the window, and Hiccup climbs up on the sill, crouching down and lithely jumping to the ground. He looks back up at her, raising his hands. When he does, his shirt lifts a fraction, and Astrid once again can't help but stare at the exposed skin. "Come on, I'll catch you."

"I don't think so." Astrid says, blinking a few times to get that mental image of Hiccup out of her head so she could concentrate. She steps up on the sill and looks down at him. It wasn't that far…

"Don't be such a hardhead, you'll hurt yourself." He teases.

"Step away and let me jump before I jump _on _you." Astrid warns, waving her arm at him to move.

He steps back, folding his arms behind him.

Astrid jumps, landing perfectly by herself.

She grins at him. He grins back.
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"I feel naked."

"You've still got a shirt on."

"It's thin."

Astrid wacks his shoulder from behind before wrapping her arms around his waist again. "Don't pout."

All thanks to Toothless, the duo had managed to make a clean getaway without Stoick or (hopefully) anyone else spotting them. Now Hiccup was supposed to be taking her back home—but the adrenaline rush was too high, apparently for both of them, and Astrid found herself flying with Hiccup and Toothless around the island… and not minding it.

She hadn't had many positive experiences with dragons (Her first ride with Toothless, the time Hiccup abducted her, to name a few), but this ride, for the first time, didn't feel like it was going to give her an aneurism or a heart attack.

The air was nice, not too cold this time of year, and just more… breathable than it was on the ground. Even though she was hesitant to admit it, Astrid felt herself enjoying seeing the view of the village in the darkness. It was a scene she had never thought she would see again.

"Having fun?" Hiccup taunts.

"As long as you don't start doing aerial 360's." Astrid warns. "You're not going to be able to bank on my strong stomach three times in a row."

He laughs. "I could teach you how to fly, if you want. Then you could fly how you want."

Astrid thanks the gods he can't see her expression or the thoughts flashing in her eyes. Her? Flying? On a dragon? That… would probably be the most amazing thing to ever happen to her.

But there was no way she could just do it. She had to choose between him or Berk, and she could not allow him to sway her decision with dragon riding.

(But how cool would it be?)

_No. _

"Maybe someday," Astrid finally says, but she kind of wishes she could say differently.

.

.

.

Astrid sleeps relatively well that night.

(Yea, she's surprised, too).

Between spending half the night soaring around Berk on a dragon and all the things that had happened last night, she couldn't believe she'd slept at all.

What was with Stoick's mysterious intentions? He and Gobber had been planning something—of which her parents somehow knew about. And if her parents knew anything about it, it couldn't be that bad for her…. Right?

No. What was really the issue was Hiccup. It wouldn't matter what Stoick had in store for her if she finally gave Hiccup an answer to his question. He'd been good, he hadn't pressed her even though it had been much longer than their agreed time limit. And Astrid had to decided, and she hadn't even started thinking about it.

Berk was her home. Astrid considered herself a loyal warrior. Her parents and friends would miss her.

But Hiccup was right—she couldn't continue on with them, like this. She couldn't teach children to kill dragons, and she couldn't sit around and watch anyone else do it, either.

Why couldn't there be a happy medium?

And Astrid couldn't help thinking about last night, when Hiccup had taken his armour off for her. And when he'd lifted his arms, and… she couldn't stop thinking about it. Or his irritating smile, or his laugh. Or how all of their adventures hadn't seemed so bad, just because he was there with her.

And her mind wanders back to the time, five years ago, when she'd kissed his cheek after he'd showed her Toothless.

This… that… it was a similar feeling. So—

Someone knocks on the door. Astrid looks up, realizing she'd been mindlessly staring at the table for the past few minutes while her porridge got cold. She puts her spoon down and stands, heading over to answer the knock.

Tuffnut is on the other side, smirking in his usual dumbstruck way.

"Good morning?" Astrid says, slightly confused. It wasn't normal for Tuff to seek her out by himself. Not that she didn't consider him a friend, but they rarely ever interacted outside of the group. If she had to guess, Astrid would have thought she was Tuff's last choice to do… anything, really.

"That's what you say." Tuff groans. "My chicken got out last night. Poor little guy, all alone, he's probably going to be lunch for some dragon if I don't go looking for him."

"So why aren't you out there?"

"Because I need your help." He grumbles. "I don't know the woods as well as you do. You know, considering you're out there all the time."

"Oh, right." Astrid seems to get her wits back, and nods. "I guess I don't have anything to do right now… did you want to go now? Just the two of us?"

"Of course I want to go now! Chicken is out there! There's no time to waste!"

"Okay, okay! Geez, let me grab my axe."

And so, in an unusual twist to the morning, the elusive Tuffnut-Astrid duo went into the woods.
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"Chicken!" Tuff calls, hands cupped around his mouth. "Chicken, where are you?!"

They walk another few paces before he calls out again, rotating his head back and forth to look in all directions. Astrid stays silent, keeping her eyes on the forest for any signs of movement.

She couldn't believe she was doing this right now. Helping Tuff, yea, that was fine. But it felt so trivial and _normal_. It felt like they were kids again.

"CHICKEEEEEEN!" Tuff yells in her ear. Astrid winces. His yelling is getting annoying, and probably not at all attracting the chicken.

"So, Ruffnut was busy?" Astrid makes a feeble attempt at conversation to prevent Tuff from screaming again.

He goes instantly silent, a little more of an effect that she'd really wanted. "…Yes." He says after long period.

What? A one-word answer? Tuffnut only did that… never. He usually had at least a dozen words for every simple question. And most of the times he still didn't answer the question.

"Really?" Suddenly she can feel herself going from conversational to probing. Something was wrong, obviously.

He looks away. "Like I said."

"Last time I checked, you guys did everything together. And you're really telling me she wouldn't help you look for your pet?"

"We never really liked each other that much." He sniffs.

"Tuffnut…" Astrid says, awkwardly nudging his shoulder with her elbow. She hadn't really spent enough time with Tuff to know how to deal with him emotionally, but she supposed what worked for his twin worked for him. They were basically the same person. "Are you really telling me I'm your first choice for a woodland adventure? I'm pretty boring."

"She is busy."

"Doing what?"

"Being my sister." He grumbles.

"What does that mean?"

"It means that she's a girl, and ever since everyone else found out nothing's been the same."

Astrid looks at the side of Tuff's head quizzically. "I think she was always a girl."

"You _know _what I mean."

She sighs, looking down. Of course she got what Tuff meant. His sister had the same complaints—the group was feeling less and less like the group these days. And this wasn't just because of Fishlegs' and Snoutlout's persistence; it was what was coming with adulthood. They had to do their jobs, they didn't get to eat together every day like they used to, they had to… get serious about relationships. And it didn't seem to be anything childhood bonding could hold together.

"Hey. I get it. But you and Ruffnut and everyone else are still best friends. You can't hold real life against them."

He kicks the dirt as they walk. "I guess… I just miss our adventures. I miss when we got to just have fun. Who knew being adults could be such a bore? I always thought I'd get to blow more stuff up."

"But you and Ruff still have fun, you always find a way to. I've never heard of an uneventful day from the fishing crew."

He looks over at her, and their eyes meet, and Astrid can suddenly see just how sad her friend really is. "But who knows how much longer she'll be around for us to do that?"

Astrid nearly falters a step, but catches herself just in time. She couldn't let Tuff see how much that had (literally and figuratively) tripped her up. Astrid's idea of the future had always been murky—that's how it is for a fifteen-year-old ascending into the unknown. But now she was twenty, an adult, and the future was becoming more and more clear.

And she didn't like what she was seeing. Not a day-in-day-out kind of life. That was so totally not her, just like it wasn't Tuffnut.

In the back of her mind, there was a little part of her brain slowly getting louder and louder: _choose, choose, choose, choose. _

She did not want to stay for something like this kind of life. But she didn't want to leave her home even more defenseless. It could be a way out. Hiccup… but then her friends… If she went, he might stop. If she didn't… he might not.

_You have to make a choice. He won't wait forever._

_Shut up._

"She'll be around, Tuff. She always will be. She's your family, and family sticks together."

_That's true, it does. But will you?_

_SHUT. UP._

He shrugs. "I've shared a room with her my entire life. I don't know anything else."

Astrid goes silent again. Who knew Tuffnut was so thoughtful? "You're thinking about it too hard," She says, another thing she thought she'd never say to Tuffnut. "I mean, with the living conditions we face—dragon attacks, dysentery, hypothermia, outcast attacks, the plague, famine—"

"Okay, I get the idea. And it's not helping."

"My point is, alienating her will not help your situation." When he doesn't say anything, she adds: "Nothing should be able to break how close you two are."

She can see Tuff's lips press together in thought as he looks off into the distance. He finally nods. "I think you might actually be right."

"Of course I'm right. And no matter what, you'll still have—chicken!" Astrid gasps.

"Huh?"

She raises a hand, pointing to spot in the distance. "Tuff, your chicken!" He eyes move to follow the direction of her finger, and a devilish grin spreads across his face.

"CHICKEN!" He practically yells in her ear. "I KNEW I WOULD FIND YOU!" He begins sprinting after it, arms flailing as he chases his chicken through the woods. Astrid jogs behind him, but is nowhere near meeting his frantic pace.

"COME HERE!" Ruff yells, holding out his hands to try and grab his pet. Astrid can only see a wiggling tail feather just metres out of his grasp. Tuffnut leaps forward, arms outstretched, and… disappears from sight.

"Tuffnut!" She yells, quickening her pace to catch up to where she last saw him. One second he had been flying through the air, but she never saw (or heard) him land. Astrid continues to run until she slows to a stop in front of a large, suspicious-looking hole. It was roughly round and at least ten feet across, but when she peered over the edge she's relieved to see her missing friend inside.

Tuff is lying on his back at the bottom, his chicken firmly clutched in his arms, laughing.

"Erm… are you okay?" she asks him.

"I got him!" He says happily.

"Yea… and you're in a hole."

"Oh, yea, I didn't see it."

"Right… can you climb out?"

Tuff nods, standing up. "Hold my chicken!" He tosses the bird in the air, and Astrid nearly falls into the hole herself trying to catch it. She struggles to hold the bird for a moment while it squawks and settles into her arms. By the time she's gotten the chicken to calm down, Tuff's already grabbed the ledge and pulled himself out of the hole.

Astrid only has a moment to observe the clay and mud all over his clothes and hope he doesn't touch her before the other Vikings wraps her in a hug, chicken and all.

Ew…

"Tuffnut?"

"Thank you, Astrid."

"Uh, you're welcome."

He finally lets her go. "Not just for helping me find my chicken."

She knows exactly what he means, and smiles. Maybe they had a better understanding than she thought. "Of course. It's what friends are for."

After a second, she holds out his chicken. "I think it might need a bath." She looks down at her clay-covered clothes as he takes his pet. "I think we all need one."

Tuffnut groans. "And I was just starting to love my natural fish musk."

"Gross, Tuffnut, gross."
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After everything that had happened in the woods that morning, Astrid decides it was time to do something. She couldn't keep putting off her choice. But she had to do _something. _

Astrid held the rope in her hands, apprehensively standing on the edge of the cove. Stormfly would think nothing of it if Astrid brought a rope along with the usual basket of fish. The dragon liked her—they were friends, she was pretty sure.

(She should have just let Hiccup show her.)

(No, no. She could do this by herself. If Hiccup could do it, so could she.)

So Astrid goes, and she calmly lets Stormfly eat, and she watches and waits for the opportunity to tie the rope around the dragon without it trying to eat her.

"Hey, Stormfly." Astrid says rather sheepishly, holding out a hand and hoping the dragon will understand and come. It tilts its head to the side for a second, watching her, then proceeds forward.

(What, exactly, was the natural progression for this?)

"Okay, Stormfly." Astrid says stiffly. "We're going to do something now that you may not understand… or like." The dragon just looks at her. "But it'll be for both our goods, okay? And even if it's not, it'll be good for Berk. If we do this right, maybe I won't have to choose."

Stormfly squawks happily, clearly unaware of the stakes.

"If Hiccup learned to ride a dragon, and he can teach me to ride a dragon, therefore I can learn to ride a dragon." Astrid says, something she'd been repeating to herself the entire walk to the cove. Even now, she still wasn't sure if that logic made sense. "Hiccup from five years ago wasn't nearly as adept as I am today… if he can do it, so can I."

So Astrid takes one end of her rope and gently tosses it over Stormfly's neck, being careful not to spook her. She grabs the other end and ties it to the first, making a perfect(ly dangerous) handhold on the dragon. So far, so good.

"Okay, not bad…" Astrid tugs once on the rope, checking its security. "Now all you have to do is bend down a little so I can…" She looks up at Stormfly, motioning for the dragon to follow her instructions.

Stormfly doesn't. She must think it's some kind of game, because she starts wagging her tail and backing away, as if Astrid were about a throw a treat for her to catch.

"No," Astrid takes a few steps forward. Stormfly takes a few steps back. "Stormfly, _down._" She points to the ground.

The dragon wags her tail happily.

_Come on, Astrid. It's a dragon, not a yak. You have to treat it…differently. However one does that._

"Come on…" Astrid tries to level her gaze with the dragon's. To a degree, she's sure she has her attention. "Stormfly, this is really important. We're going to go flying; don't you want to do that with me?"

The dragon goes on to squeal and jump around, not allowing Astrid to come close. She thought it was all a game.

Maybe baby dragons understand differently…?

Astrid hears the sound of flapping wings against the wind (which is most definitely not coming from her dragon) and spins around to see the nightfury dip down from the clouds, gliding towards the ground and landing softly in front of her. Toothless grins at her, but Astrid barely looks down at him before glowering up at Hiccup as he pulled his helmet off.

"Are you always lurking around these days?" She was a little disappointed to see him wearing armour again.

"Are you trying to get yourself killed?" His eyes flicker over her shoulder towards the jumping baby nadder. "I see you found my dragon, by the way." But he doesn't look angry, rather, mischievous.

"You knew, didn't you?"

"Of course I knew; I wasn't going to let a baby wander off to Berk and not find her. I was just curious to know if you'd tell me or not."

"So why didn't you take her back?"

"Because she's not something just to be taken wherever I want. And…" He smiles at her. "She likes you. There's nothing I can sympathize with more than the bond you have with your dragon."

Astrid crosses her arms. "She's not _my _dragon. She just won't go home."

Hiccup hops off of Toothless, unhooking himself in one quick motion. "Sure, whatever you say. Because why else won't she leave you?"

Astrid sighs, lowering her shoulders and letting her arms fall apart. She couldn't keep being hostile when Hiccup was being anything but. He wasn't mad about her hiding things from him, so she couldn't be mad about his unexpected arrival.

"Speaking of," He begins to walk around to where Stormfly was patiently waiting to play. He looks over his shoulder, quirking an eyebrow at her. "You're not possibly doing what I think you're doing."

"So what if I am?"

"Because it's not as easy as jumping on a dragon and riding off into the sunset. I nearly died learning to ride Toothless… multiple times." He bends over, grabbing a stone from the floor and tossing it across the cove. Stormfly chases after it, followed closely by Toothless as he joins in on the game.

"But you from five years ago isn't nearly as… able as I am today. I won't let myself get thrown off." Astrid repeats to him her mantra.

Hiccup nods, although his expression says he's thinking something totally else entirely. "Okay then. I'll help you get on, and you can show me how it's done."

She didn't like the sound of his tone. She knew what he was trying to do, and she wasn't going to let him. She was going to show him that she could ride a dragon.

Hiccup calls over Toothless, who in turn brings Stormfly. Astrid had seen Hiccup interact with dragon multiple times, but every time she did she was reminded of the same person she'd known and still knew: gentle and considerate and not a fighter.

He holds out a hand, and Stormfly slowly lowers her head to his side. He pets the underside of her chin, whispering something to the dragon that Astrid can't distinctly make out. Suddenly, Stormfly sits down on her haunches on the ground.

Astrid blinks. "How did you do that?"

He grins. "Practise." He tugs the rope handhold once before waving a hand in Stormfly's direction. "Now, if milady wouldn't mind getting on with it."

Astrid already knows this is a bad idea. She was either, in a highly unlikely scenario, going to be a natural (and seeing how Hiccup really was a natural, she doubted she had his ability) or was going to greatly embarrass herself.

Her pride said the former.

(Her conscious said the latter).

"Hm!" Astrid goes over to him, hands fisted, and swats his hand off the rope before putting her own there. She inspects the side of the dragon apprehensively while her back is towards Hiccup. She supposeds it would be just like riding a yak… but totally not.

Pulling the rope with a strong heave, Astrid propels her body over the side of the dragon, and then finds herself sitting on top of Stormfly. She puts her hands on either side of her to steady herself.

"Okay…" She breathes, really not sure what to do from there. She looks over at Hiccup, who is watching intently. He just shrugs.

"Stormfly…" Astrid says slowly. "Let's, um—"

Stormfly seems to finally realize there was someone sitting on her back, and simply loses it. She stands up quickly, wings spreading in panic, and starts bucking wildly.

"Whoa, Stormfly!" Astrid yells, grabbing onto the rope for dear life. But Stormfly's not having it, and not listening to her, and the dragon continues to thrash its wings and hop up and down and in all directions. "Stormfly…!" Astrid only has a chance to squeak one more time before she goes flying. She closes her eyes, not totally sure she wants to see exactly how hand she hits the ground.

Someone catches her. Gods, does she wish it was Toothless.

"Well, this is a familiar scene, isn't it?"

Astrid opens her eyes, and all conscious thought stops. As soon as she sees him, it's as if a connecting train of thought brings them both to silence. There's Hiccup, right there, holding her far too close to him and his face and his body and her face and… she can longer put together any kind of logic in her mind.

"Astrid..."
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><p>She's looking right at him, and he's looking right at her, and what was probably once a teasing smirk has melted into something rather blank. She's never noticed how much his eyes looked like wet moss, fresh and bright and soft. She silently wishes she wouldn't have needed to come this close to them to realize how captivating they are. They were beautiful, and full of so much… something she couldn't exactly place. She was completely foreign to this kind of stare. No one had ever looked at her like this.<p>

Neither of them move, at least for a few seconds. Hiccup's eyes flicker downward for a second. She wonders where he could be looking and why, and what she might see if she just—

Stormfly groans lazily in the background, and the spell breaks. This was inappropriate. They shouldn't be...

Astrid exhales slowly. "Um…" Is the only thing she can think to say, and suddenly she couldn't look into the eyes she had been so captivated by moment ago. Now it was as if her heart had stopped beating for a bit, and now the blood was rushing back and making her face burn as it soaked in all at once.

"Uh—" Hiccup blinks a few times. "Sorry, uh, are you okay?" His voice sounds different, uncontrolled and gruffer.

"Yea." Astrid looks over at the ground as Hiccup places her down on her feet. "Thanks for catching me." She says quietly, although she still can't seem to look in his direction, instead she focuses on dusting herself off to distract her brain. But Hiccup had caught her—of course she was fine and dust-free and she just looked like an idiot.

He clears his throat. "Yea, no problem." But that odd tone of voice still lingers. "It would have been pretty mean of me not catch you after I, you know, put you up there."

"Um…" Astrid is still at a loss, and the utter lack of connectivity between her brain and her mouth and the rest of her body is making her nervous. She shakes her head, trying to lift the fog from her mind and get her once-sharp tongue back in working order. He couldn't see her being like this. "Why did she throw me off? I thought she liked me."

"I'm sure she does." For once Hiccup doesn't seem so smug when it came to talking about dragons. He just seems kind of stunned, but the playful edge in his voice slowly returns as he speaks. "And I'm no expert—"

Astrid scoffs.

"What; I'm not!" His mouth slips back into a smile. "I understand dragons; I can't read their minds. But for me to even get a saddle on Toothless, it took a lot of convincing and bribery. I don't think Stormfly understood, and she got scared."

"So next time…?"

"Well, firstly, you should be the one to tame her."

"I don't know any of your tricks!"

"Which is exactly why I offered to help you yesterday."

Astrid sighs, exhausted by the conversation. The next time she'd try and fly Stormfly, she had to be more patient and cautious, period. Training a dragon was… well, it wasn't as easy as Hiccup made it look. There was more of a skill and talent to it than Astrid would like to admit.

"Why the haste, though?" Hiccup asks, almost reading her mind and he looks at her with careful eyes. "Why is it that you suddenly felt like you needed to learn to fly a dragon so urgently?"

But Astrid already knows his question is completely rhetorical. He knew why, even before Astrid herself had realized it moments ago. She'd been so caught up in not making a decision, on staying neutral until this point, that she had completely ignored what her brain and her heart were telling her the entire time.

"Hiccup…"

"You already decided a long time ago, you just can't admit it." He looks at her curiously. "I just can't figure out why."

Astrid can't look at him, instead staring at the ground by her boots. This was embarrassing enough to admit. "The only thing keeping me here is guilt. Everything and everyone is telling me to go and be free and do what I believe in, but…"

"You can let go." He says quietly, reassuringly. "I did, and I never looked back."

"But you never saw what you were leaving behind. I'm supposed to stay here to take care of my parents. And the group is falling apart. Everyone is fighting, even the twins. And they're not happy, just like I'm not, and I wonder…"

"If there's middle ground to make everyone happy." He finishes for her, his smile faded back to a serious expression.

"If I learned how to fly a dragon, I could change Berk, I know I could. I figure there's nothing wrong with trying."

He shakes his head. "It'll never happen, Astrid. I'm telling you it won't." His voice is full of warning, but it remains even and calm.

Astrid won't be calm. "You never tried, you don't know that!"

"I want you to leave, but I can't support you in this. I know what Stoick will do if he finds out about Stormfly, _just_ like he did with Toothless. You can't change their minds, no matter how hard you try, and everyone, the group, your parents—will get hurt!"

"I only need one shot. One time, to show them, and if they can't find it in themselves we leave. We can," she feels a faint smile at the idea in her mind. "fly off into the sunset and never look back."

He exhales slowly. He looks a little bothered. "I can't stay, even if you do. You know that better than anyone. They will never take me back, not after everything I've done. And I don't want to, anyway. You _can't _make everyone happy. There's no point—"

"I don't give up, Hiccup. And I will make it all work, I'm telling you. Berk will be a better place, and you'll stay here, and all the dragons will be free and everyone will be happy."

He laughs, shaking his head more animatedly. "You're crazy."

"But you'll wait?"

"Astrid..." His look transforms to pained. She can tell she's asking a lot of him, that this was never anything he wanted to do.

"I'm not asking you to do anything but wait. And if everything goes wrong, then I won't have a choice but to leave. And… I want to go with you."

Maybe it was hearing her say that out loud, because his expression visibly softens. "Okay."

"And you'll help me, with Stormfly?" She adds quickly.

"You said all I had to do was wait."

"Please, Hiccup?" She tries to look pouty, which she'd never really done in her life, but he frowns and begrudgingly shrugs his shoulders.

"Teaching only. Whatever your plan is, you do it on your own."

"Thank you," she smiles at him. Then, as more of an afterthought, she leans forward and wraps her arms around his torso. It feels like an appropriate way of showing her gratitude in a manageable way. He hesitates for a second before placing a hand on her back and holding her to him.

It's a nice, warm, sweet kind of embrace, and when Astrid pulls away from Hiccup he's smiling.

That smile quickly goes from amiable to nefarious. "So, if you're going to learn to ride a dragon… well, we're going to need a few things."
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"Good evening, Astrid!"

Astrid looks up at the sound of that voice, instantly noticing Gobber limping down the street towards her, waving.

Astrid waves back, right before kicking her heel against the door behind her.

_Time to go, Hiccup. I hope you got everything you were looking for. _

She squares herself in front of the doorway, making sure to take up enough space not to allow anyone to slip by. This would especially be effective on Gobber, considering he most definitely needed the entire entryway to even get into the blacksmith's shop.

"Whatch'a up to this late?" He asks as he comes into speaking distance. "I hope ya know I closed up the shop hours ago, I already put the coals out."

Astrid nods. "Oh, yea, I'm just waiting here for Ruffnut… we're meeting here."

_He'd better be finished in there._

"Eh? Meeting for what?"

"Um—you know, _girl _stuff."

"I'm not following."

Gods, _men. _

"Don't worry about it. If you want, I can wait somewhere—" Astrid feigns stepping out of the way, and Gobber puts a hand on her shoulder to stop her.

"Don't be silly, of course you can wait here. It's public space, I wouldn't want to stop you two from your girl stuff." He says casually, and Astrid feels the need to face palm.

"Thanks, I—" Astrid freezes mid-sentence as she sees something _odd _flicker across Gobber's face. Usually she wouldn't think twice about it—Gobber was all kinds of odd—but this was a different kind of look. Something… serious?

"Is everything alright?"

"Hm?" His usual gleeful smirk returns. "Oh, yea, of course. Just thinking."

"Anything worth sharing?"

The older Viking shrugs a shoulder. "It's nothing important, just the wandering thoughts of an old man."

_Yea, right. _Astrid remembers (nervously) hiding in Stoick's house just the other day and listening to him and Gobber discuss something suspicious—something that most definitely involved Astrid herself. This was that look, she knew it. But for once, Gobber was showing incredible skill in masking his thoughts as he changes the topic to dragon training.

They end up discussing the little ones for a bit, comparing the kids' strengths and weaknesses, as well as laughing over Gustav and Blaize's most recent failed escapades. But Astrid isn't with him fully, the back of her mind evaluating over and over what their words could have meant from that day.

_I talked to her parents a few days ago, they were all for the idea. But I'm not sure if she's ready._

Stoick's words whirl in her head as she nods at Gobber without really listening. What had he been talking about? Ready for what, exactly?

After the amount of time Hiccup had told her to give him, Astrid excuses herself, telling Gobber than Ruffnut must have forgotten about their plans. She begins to walk away after that, waiting for the sound of the door to the blacksmith's creak open and closed. A moment later, Hiccup runs up next to her, a large hunk of leather and some other supplies cradled in his arms.

What could the chief have possibly have hiding from her? It couldn't be anything good if they were waiting this long to tell her.

"Hey, Astrid?" Hiccup says, glancing her way from behind his pile of stuff.

"Yea?" She's looking out into the distance as Stoick's words circulate in her head over and over. Was any amount of thinking going to make this make sense?

"Would you, uh, mind taking some of this stuff?"

"Hm?"

"It's all really heavy, you see…"

"Uh…"

"I'd ask if you were okay, but then I think that would be undermining the fact that I think my arms are about to give out…"

"Sorry," Astrid looks over, reaching out and plucking a number things from the pile in Hiccup's arms. "I was just thinking."

"About?"

"Remember what Stoick said the other day, about me being the only person that could do something?"

"Yea," He fidgets, adjusting the lighter pile in his arms.

"I don't know, I just don't understand what it's about. What could he need me for?"

"Does it really matter?" Hiccup asks, and the words are a shock enough that Astrid turns her head in his direction to look at the side of his face.

Did it matter? No, it didn't at all. Whatever Stoick's plans, it wouldn't matter in a few days, one way or another. It didn't, not even a little bit.

Astrid feels a small wave of relief seep into her belly. "Yea, you're right. I shouldn't even worry about it." She feels herself smile apprehensively.

"I'm never wrong, you know." He says playfully.

(Except, as they would both figure out later, that time he was. Really, really, wrong).

Astrid laughs lightly.
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"YEA-HA-HA!"

"As—holy Thor, slow down before you hit a tree!"

Astrid had never felt so free in her life.

(Which wasn't saying much, since before she'd discovered Hiccup was alive her idea of freedom was liberating herself from dragons by chopping them into bits).

But somewhere in between reaching for the stars and skimming the ground by a hair's width did Astrid redefine her meaning of death-defying and thrilling. Sure, she'd ridden a dragon before in various forms of glorified kidnapping, but she'd never had _this. _This… this…

Now she got it, really. Why Hiccup was so addicted to his dragon, to all the reckless action and unnecessary treason against the tribe.

"Astrid!"

The thing was, Hiccup had always described his first few flight attempts with Toothless as timid, cautious, experimental. He'd been justly nervous about jumping on the back of a dragon, especially since no one had ever done so before. Even now, as a newly transformed person, Hiccup warned her to be cautious. But Astrid was still the same person from five years ago… and she still had little regard for any of those things.

Astrid pulls quickly on Stormfly's reigns, stopping their quick descent to have them hover over the treeline. Stormfly is still small, a lot smaller than Toothless, and her wings flap somewhat frantically to keep them airborne. Despite the extra effort she still seems eager to get off the ground again.

"We've got it under control!" Astrid yells towards the ground where Toothless is curled up against the ground and Hiccup is lying against him, looking up at her with a look of half-worry half-amusement. It was cute.

"The fact that you think so is what worries me!"

Stormfly swoops downwards, spreading her wings to catch the air as they lightly touch down on the ground. "You worry too much." She teases, patting Stormfly's neck as the dragon hums. They'd waited until dark to start practising so they wouldn't be seen. Now it was the middle of the night and Astrid had never been so awake, excited, especially at this time. Maybe she was just in shock.

"It's funny, I never had a worry in the world before I found you on that clifftop."

"Isn't that strange," She grins at him as she lithely slides off of Stormfly. "Neither did I."

He smiles back at her, crossing his arms and settling into Toothless' side. "You like the saddle, then?"

"Well, it's not the _best _dragon saddle I've ever had…"

He rolls his eyes. "You're too funny."

She's the one who laughs instead, sitting down next to Hiccup to rest her legs. She's too pumped to lean back, her pupils shot and her breathing still jagged.

"You look happy." He comments.

Her senses are still on edge, and she turns quickly to look at him. "How do you get used to something like that?"

He grins are her lazily. "You don't. It's kind of addicting, huh?"

She nods frantically. "Yea, gods, yea. That was—" She notices his expression. "Are you falling asleep?" Sleep… right now, sleep is totally inconceivable. Astrid wants to go again. Keep going. She wasn't tired; didn't want to be.

"Do you even know what time it is?"

"Who cares? You're a transnational dragon terrorist, you don't need sleep!"

He chuckles drowsily. "I may be a transnational dragon terrorist, but I still have a bed time." He compliments the sentence with a yawn. "Besides, maybe if you'd done some _real _tricks with Stormfly, I wouldn't have gotten so bored watching you."

"_What? _What do you mean? I want to learn tricks!"

He yawns again, closing his eyes. "Tomorrow." He says firmly.

Astrid shakes his shoulder rather violently. "No! Are you really going to go to sleep right here?"

"Why not?"

"It's the middle of the forest!"

"Us transnational dragon terrorists don't need many comforts. I spent plenty of nights living in less than adequate conditions, you know." He murmurs rather finally.

"Hm." Astrid folds her hands in her lap, finally leaning back against Toothless. She still feels breathless, but leaning against the dragon and feeling his slow and rhythmic breathing forces her to calm down. Toothless is asleep. She looks over and sees Stormfly has folded her wings in and tucked her head underneath one, signally the same thing. Obviously it's not the same kind of rush for dragons as it is humans.

Astrid looks up at the stars, sliding her shoulder upward so Toothless's side would support her neck in that position. She should go home.

"Do you think your plan is going to work?" She hears Hiccup whisper, and her head snaps in his direction to see him looking at her half-attentively.

"Do you really care?"

He smiles drowsily. "Of course I care." And somehow, she can tell he's being honest.

Astrid looks away for a moment, missing his eyes to stare off into the darkness of the cove in thought.

"Are you waiting for me to fall asleep?"

She looks back at him. "Oh, no. I just… I have no idea, and I'm trying to make up my mind."

"You're not stupid, Astrid, I'm sure you'll figure out the best way. You don't fail. Usually."

"_Usually?" _She asks incredulously.

His smile widens into a grin. "Last I checked, once upon a time you set out to kill me. And—" He motions with his hands to himself. "I'm right here. In fact, I think we're _friends _now."

"Yet. I set out to kill you, and I haven't killed you _yet._"

"Touché."

"But…" She falls silent for a second. "We'll have to wait and see. It could go any which way."

"I hope you fail." He says bluntly.

"Gee, thanks."

"You _know _what I mean. You and Stormfly will be free. Still, I can understand if you want to give this place one more shot. I don't think they deserve one, but… I know that you don't think just about yourself. Not like…" He trails off and doesn't finish. He doesn't have to.

_Not like I did._

Astrid pretends not to notice. "Maybe you do need to get some sleep, you're not even finishing your sentences." But even as she's saying this she reaches over and puts a hand on top of his that rests on his knee.

He looks down at her hand for a moment, kind of curiously, like he didn't know how exactly to respond to such an outspoken gesture. Then he turns his hand upwards, grasping hers in his. "Thanks." He says quietly.

"You don't have anything to be ashamed about. Besides, you know, trying to destroy the village."

"You're too good."

"So are you, Hiccup. You just won't admit it."

He grins at her. "Okay, yea, don't abuse the word. I'm going to sleep now, you're free to stay here with me." But even when he closes his eyes again with another final yawn, he doesn't let go of her hand.

_If I stay here, that makes me as good as a transnational dragon terrorists._

Astrid sighs in defeat, readjusting her neck and closing her eyes. No one would even notice she was gone. Probably.

She decides to let her hand sit, leaving it wrapped up in Hiccup's. Holding his hand, well, it made her feel happy. She hated to admit it (she wasn't going to admit it) but this couldn't be just friendship between them, it couldn't be.

And earlier today—she'd been entranced, for lack of a better word. That didn't just happen with anybody (it happened with _nobody_), and even thinking about that moment made Astrid's belly feel warm.

So what did these feeling mean? Putting a label on it was just going to give her a headache. Instead, she decided, holding his hand was probably going to be enough.

(In a platonic, totally non-romantic way. Yea.)
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When she wakes up that morning, Astrid's vision is slanted. It takes her a moment to make sense of the situation and how and why she was here—and why the entire world looked crooked.

She must have shifted in her sleep, because during the night she had slid down Toothless' side and onto Hiccup's shoulder. It wasn't the most comfortable of positions for her neck, but the warmth of Hiccup's side felt good against his arm. She feels his hand still clutching on to hers.

But Astrid is too drowsy to think. She looks over at Hiccup, and their eyes meet.

"Good, you're awake." He says, letting go of her hand and nudging his shoulder in a kind of 'get off' motion. Astrid tries not to let his distain bother her.

She lifts her head, half asleep and still too tired to process.

Hiccup stands up, raises his hands in the air and stretches his shoulders in a couple of directions. After a few seconds of that he puts a hand on his hip and turns around, offering her a hand.

Astrid looks at it blankly before reaching out and allowing him to help her to her feet. "You have somewhere to be?" she asks sarcastically, rubbing one of her eyes to try and regain her wits.

He's not paying attention anymore, busy pulling and readjusting straps on Toothless' saddle with precise determination.

"I thought you were going to stay here?" She asks as she realizes that he really is preparing to leave.

He shrugs. "It's just an errand. I'll be back by the end of the day. That'll give you lots of time to work out your plan."

"Where are you going?" She asks curiously as he yanks the saddle and climbs on top of it in one quick move.

"You probably don't want to know."

"You told me I could know everything." She says smartly, crossing her arms over her chest.

He rubs the back of his neck and makes a face, his serious expression finally breaking into something more sheepish. More Hiccup. "Right. I forgot about that."

"So?" She says expectantly.

He eyes Astrid's dragon that still stands, napping. "Be quick and I'll show you."
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"Just so we're clear, we're not going to burn down a village, are we?" Astrid yells above the wind as the two fly side-by-side. She's a bit nervous about the flight—she'd barely moved around the cove with Stormfly yesterday, and now Hiccup was leading her off the island and over open water. But even as her common sense was gnawing away at her stomach, she found that the ebbing hesitancy was drowned out by the absolute rush of being on a dragon. She really did hope Hiccup hadn't been lying, and this feeling never went away.

But she's nearly forgotten that Hiccup is a terrorist, and a clever one at that, and the last thing she wanted was for him to mislead her into another plot to drive Vikings out of dragon-infested territories. Not that it hadn't been fun to vanquish the Outcasts, she just didn't want to be caught off guard again.

"Ha!" She's sure he's smiling beneath his flight mask. "Not quite! Well—you'll see when we get there!"

Soon enough Toothless begins to drift right, and Stormfly follows suit. They reach a small group of islands, fly right past. Hiccup makes a daring swoop in between a natural rock archway—Astrid decides maybe she's not ready for that quite yet and flies around. They keep forward for a few more minutes when they reach a more open space while other islands making a far-reaching border.

"There!" But Hiccup doesn't need to point and yell for her to see the massive iceberg up ahead. No… ice structure? The closer they get the more Astrid notices that the iceberg wasn't at all a natural shape—it looked as if a wave—or a gust of wind, even—had turned to solid ice right in the middle of blowing away a small village. It was the most unnatural and daunting thing Astrid had ever seen, and terrifies her for a short second. There were so many things, still, that she didn't understand about dragons.

"What did you do?" She yells over at him, following suit as he and Toothless stop and hover beside the monstrous structure. They weren't even near the top, and from this spot she can see in every direction, which leads her to believe they must be here to use it as some kind of vantage point. But besides the surprisingly strong winds that rip at the waters below, nothing in sight looks anything less than perfectly harmless. Which raises the question… what were they there for?

The wind sends a chill through her, and Astrid pulls her hood up over her head to try and compensate for her bare arms. "What are we doing here?" She asks again.

Hiccup's not paying attention, instead having stood up in his seat, swiveling his head and looking in every which direction. The serious look on his face makes Astrid nervous.

"Hiccup…" Astrid drones, watching him but knowing he's not listening.

"Sorry," He mumbles, and finally slips off his mask. He places the mask in his lap, and his other hand goes to his belt where he unclips the sword hilt she'd last seen when they'd invaded Outcast Island. When he'd tricked her and they'd blown up the mountain.

…The sight of it did not bring much hope.

He glances up at her while he mashes the button on the hilt of the sword. The sword does not expand. "This used to be a fort before my mother blew it up." He notices her expression. "It's a long story that I'll tell you later, but the bottom line is that, before she did that, there used to be a bunch of dragon trappers living here."

"Dragon trappers…?" Astrid echoes. There were people that did that? For years Berk had been setting up traps in the surrounding forests to catch stray dragons that wandered too close to the village, but it had never been a _profession. _

He nods. "It was a growing business a while back. My mother and I pretty much wiped them out last year, but…" He trails off, and his head turns in the opposite direction. He's looking off into the distance at the surrounding cliff sides, but they're mostly covered in shrubbery and rolling waves of misty fog, making them hard to make out.

Astrid looks around herself, suddenly aware of what Hiccup is looking for. "So, if they were wiped out, what are we doing here?"

He smirks fleetingly, his eyes still focused on the distance. "Well, I've been doing some investigating after we destroyed Outcast Island. About five years ago, the Outcasts were collecting dragons and trying to train them like I did. But they didn't really have the means to go to inhabited areas and catch strays, so they were constantly shopping from trappers."

"You mean these guys would trap dragon _alive_?"

"Like I said, it was a big business."

The thought makes Astrid sick. She knew what happened to the dragons that Berk caught for training, and she could only imagine what the Outcasts would do to their dragons in similar situations. It made her teeth grind together, and suddenly she wished Hiccup would show her a trapper fort to burn.

"And I noticed that the Outcasts had too many dragons captive, way more than they should have been able to catch when there were so few of them left. So I investigated all the old trapping spots, thinking someone had set up another post somewhere. But nothing came up, so I let it go."

"But you realized at some time between last night and this morning that this was the only place you hadn't checked." Astrid finishes for him.

"Exactly. I thought maybe someone stupid enough was scavenging it and trapping again." He leans forward and aligns himself with Toothless' line of sight, watching the dragon inspect the surrounding areas. "But if Toothless really doesn't sense anything—"

Suddenly, Toothless _does _sense something, and lurches to the left, dodging out of the way as a harpoon flies through the air they had been a moment ago.

The dragon stops to hover again, screaming in the direction the harpoon came from but waiting for Hiccup to decide to attack.

"I knew it!" Hiccup says angrily, holding Toothless' reigns tightly to prevent the dragon from advancing. He grabs his mask from his lap and slips it back on before reaching at his calf and pulling out a dagger.

Another arrow comes flying from the fog, and Hiccup dodges easily before righting again. "Those idiots!" He says to himself.

"What are you doing?" Astrid asks, a little frantic. It isn't like her to get nervous in the face of battle, but this wasn't like anything she'd done before—she was at least a thousand feet off the ground riding on a baby dragon to which she'd mastered very little maneuverability. She didn't know how to fight on Stormfly—not to mention she had no idea how to protect both of them at the same time.

This was not ideal.

Astrid raises her hand at the last second as she notices Hiccup's parry knife fly right at her. She grabs it out of the air, looking down at it quickly before back up at him. "Hiccup, I don't know how to fight on Stormfly!"

"Then wait here! I'm not letting them go!" Hiccup growls before charging forward, disappearing into the fog-coated cliffs.

"Well…" Astrid feels awkward, even the feeling of the knife in her hand felt like a new experience. She should have expected this, she really should have. But she also thought Hiccup would warn her if there was a chance they were going to be fighting. She felt so useless, just waiting here for him to come back…

Stormfly squawks questioningly, tilting her head to look over at Astrid like "_So what are we waiting for?_"

"This feels like a really bizarre role reversal…" Astrid mutters to herself patting Stormfly's side reassuringly. When did she sit behind while Hiccup went out and fought? If Berk could see her now, they would laugh.

Not that it wasn't a worthy cause to defend dragons from trappers, but Astrid wasn't stupid. Maybe she had been reckless while practising, but this was serious now. She would not risk her neck, and the life of Stormfly, to try and prove something to no one but herself.

Astrid tucks the knife into her belt, crossing her arms. She looks over at the ice structure, and vaguely wonders how on earth Valka could have managed to do such a thing. What kind of dragon was capable of something like that? Even the Red Death—

Stormfly squawks again, but this time it's a very different sound that alerts Astrid back to reality. She notices the oncoming arrow as Stormfly begins to move, easily dipping out of the way of the projectile.

Crap, they had spotted her.

But one arrow at a time, they could handle that. She would wait here until Hiccup came back, or he destroyed the fort, whatever came first.

Stormfly groans in warning again, dodging out of the way as another couple of arrows come in their direction.

She can't see a fort of any kind, but Astrid knows there must be something hiding out in the fog, and Hiccup was probably right about the scavengers. As the offenders keep shooting at them, she begins to get a clearer and clearer idea of where exactly the fort was located. They mustn't be that bright to reveal themselves like this.

"Ah," Astrid's eyes are trained on the fog, and she sees another group of arrows come their way. This time there must be at least half a dozen, with a shot from the harpoon centring out the pack.

Stormfly ducks downwards under the offense, and that's when Astrid realizes the inevitable mistake—as the dragon twists out of the way of the arrows, they don't have time to see and avoid the rope net flying their way.

Stormfly can't get out of the way fast enough, and the net catches one of her wings. Astrid has the wind knocked out of her with the force of the collision, and suddenly the world is spinning. Stormfly thrashes wildly as they tumble towards the water below, falling faster than imaginable and most definitely towards certain death.


	14. The Girl Falls to Her Death

**A/N: Alright, I'm back on my game (kind of?). I'm very excited to show you guys everything I have in store. **

**There's a bit of physics in this chapter, of which I will admit I'm not very confident in. It's been a while since I've had a hand at these kinds of calculations. But I figure from my limited knowledge and the internet that Astrid and Stormfly have about 8-ish seconds before impact. Now I'm no expert, so don't go citing that for your physics reports or anything. But if you are an expert, and reading this, feel free to correct me (or better yet, tell me that my math skills are still awesome). But anyway, it's a really small detail so not really that important.**

**I feel awful that I have to do this, but I already have horrible time management and I don't really have the time to respond to your questions. I'm just going to put it out there, as a general answer, that everything will be explained fully at some point or another. I thought of everything (I'm pretty sure). Eventually, you will all find out. As for anon request, well... maybe? I can't really say, you're just going to have to wait... hehe...**

**Onward!**

* * *

><p>"Stormfly!" Astrid yells, clutching the saddle for dear life but completely unable to do anything more as Stormfly thrashes wildly, making them spin in the air as they plummet to the water below.<p>

From a fall at this high, Astrid knew they couldn't make it. A drop like this would kill them instantly; she didn't have to ever ride a dragon to understand why Vikings never made it a habit to jump off of cliffs.

So Astrid does the only thing her body knows how in a dangerous situation: kicks into overdrive.

"Stormfly, calm down!" Astrid yells, although fruitlessly, as her dragon continues to panic and struggle under the restraints of the ropes. It was a full net but it had only caught one wing, which, if Astrid was nimble enough (and lucky enough), she could detach.

(Maybe.)

Hiccup wasn't around to rescue her, so she had no choice but to do it herself. And when did Astrid Hofferson ever need a rescue?

She can barely focus her eyes on what's in front of her as they spin, but Astrid grasps a piece of the net in front of her and rips the parry knife from her belt. She tears through the rope easily enough, slashing through multiple threads at once. She goes at it again, hacking away at the fibres as they continue to spiral hopelessly towards the ocean.

"AGH!" Astrid loses her balance on the saddle as they twist upside-down, sliding off the seat and grabbing a handheld to keep herself from drifting away. Her legs fly upwards as they twist around again.

But now, at least, her vision is clear and she can see (more or less) exactly where she needs to cut and pull to get the rest of the net away. She also notices that they're about two hundred feet from smacking the surface of the water at neck-breaking speeds. From here, it would be like hitting a rock wall.

Reaching forward, Astrid uses the strength in the one arm still grasping the saddle and pulls, forcing herself back to Stormfly and the net as her feet flutter above her. She slashes out another piece of the rope and another, and with that, at the speed of their fall, the net catches the wind and flies off into the air above them.

Now free, Stormfly extends her wings to stop their descent. It's like a parachute's been pulled, and Astrid nearly smashes into Stormfly's saddle as their speeds change drastically.

"Eeck!" Astrid tosses the knife, throwing it out into the ocean before she accidentally impales herself on the blade with the speed of their collision. With her hand now free she grabs the other handheld on the saddle, forcing her hips down and pulling herself into a near-sitting position as her dragon continues to struggle against the wind.

They were still falling, albeit a lot slower, as Stormfly's small wings fought against the massive amount of speed they had accumulated.

Fifty feet until the water.

Twenty feet.

Ten.

And then, just as it might seem that Stormfly's able to stop their fall, it's like they hit a rock on the road. Stormfly jolts forward and Astrid gets bucked off her dragon, sailing over the nadder's head and into the water like a missile from a cannon. She bounces once on the water, the surface stinging her back, before she flips over and ploughs forward face-first.

Astrid is motionless as she skids and begins to sink under the waves. She's trying to absorb the impact from the water with grace, but her head is seriously not letting her have it.

Everything is spinning, or maybe shaking, or maybe both. The world is nondescript and blurry and nothing seemed like it was anything more than nothing. In every direction, there was nothing to see. The air is thick, which made breathing difficult but Astrid is quickly becoming too disoriented and tired from all this looking to try and find some more breathable air. She can't even find it within herself to question it.

She's just _so _tired, all of the flying and falling off of Stormfly had really tuckered her out. If only she had the strength to close her eyes, maybe she could rest. Or maybe they were closed already, she wasn't exactly sure at the moment, everything just looked the same.

_No… you can't pass out!_ Someone was yelling at her, but she couldn't be bothered to listen. She was far too stubborn for that.

Something tugs on her hair. She can feel it faintly but the pain isn't registering. The sensation is similar, like that time… that time… she can't remember. She isn't even sure why she's here. Something to do with…

The pull is much more aggressive, and this time Astrid feels it. If her eyes were closed they shoot open, and her hand goes to the back of her head. Something large and scaly is clamped onto her hood and caught some of her hair in the process. It tugs again rather harshly, and Astrid opens her mouth to protest.

Then she notices the water. Water, _everywhere. _She was underwater—and Stormfly—

They break the surface, and Astrid gasps for the air she didn't even know she had been craving until a second ago. The air is shockingly cold, even colder, she thinks, than the water, and her cheeks sting. She inhales deeply again.

Ow. Ow, everywhere.

"Stormfly…" she beats her bangs away from her eyes with shaky fingers, looking around frantically for her dragon. The surface of the water is rougher than it had looked from the sky as it sprays upwards, disorienting her. It's like it was stuck in her ears, filling her head with the sounds of sloshing.

Her dragon approaches her. Unlike how she had expected, Stormfly is a good swimmer. She's using her wings to tread, flapping them back and forth slowly to keep herself afloat. It was surprisingly effective, but did look a little bit odd.

Stormfly had saved her, obviously.

Astrid kicks over and wraps her arms around Stormfly's snout, so incredibly grateful. How could anyone have ever thought badly of dragons, ever? Stormfly was just a baby, and she'd saved her life. The dragon could have easily let her drown, but she didn't.

"Thank you," Astrid breaths, resting her head against Stormfly. The dragon hums in response, refraining from opening her mouth as not to knock Astrid back into the water.

After a few seconds, Astrid gently pushes away and treads on her own.

(Ow. Ow everywhere… but nothing felt worse than really sore).

"Okay…" Astrid looks over at the ice fort, then turning in the direction she knew the fort Hiccup was attacking to be. The fog is still thick, so she can't be sure exactly what's there, but from this angle she can see where the water met land at least. That would be their goal for now.

If Astrid and Stormfly had any chance of getting out of there, they have to get to land. Stormfly, although a proficient enough swimmer, couldn't tread and take off at the same time when she used the same appendages for both. This was probably the really good reasons deadly nadders didn't live near water.

She can't see Hiccup anywhere in the air. The thought is a little bit concerning, but she decides to focus on one problem at a time.

"We're going to have to go to the island, it's the closest," Astrid says to Stormfly, who seems to make a nod-like motion, so it's taken an agreement.

Nodding back, Astrid turns and begins swimming, her eyes on the sky. Hiccup… where are you?

Stormfly starts making noise, and Astrid stops, looking back at the nadder curiously. "What's wrong?"

The dragon continues to make little nods, and after a second of confused staring Astrid gets it. She grins at her dragon. "You're so sweet," She says, swimming over and grabbing onto the saddle strap that wrapped around Stormfly's torso.

The dragon begins to swat her wings, moving them rather quickly and steadily towards the island. Astrid allows herself to be pulled along.

When they reach waters shallow enough, Astrid drops herself from the saddle so she can stand on her own feet. The island has more of a ledge instead of a beach, and after wading through the waist-high water, Astrid grabs onto the small cliff side and pulls herself into a sitting position on top of it. She exhales loudly, looking out over the water and up in the sky. He hands wrap around her brain and she begins to rather hopelessly wring the water out, but her mind is focused on spotting another dragon in the sky.

It was weird, that she hadn't seen (or a least heart) of Hiccup. When was destroying things ever a quiet process?

Stormfly leaps up rather easily onto the ledge after Astrid. There's a brief moment of silence before Stormfly starts shaking the water off her scales, spraying her rider and the subsequent forest.

"Ah, Stormfly!" Astrid groans, raising her arms in defense to little effect. (It would have been bothersome had she not already been soaked). But she can't help but laugh, and then realizing what an inappropriate time it was to laugh, abruptly stops.

"We gotta find Hiccup…" She exhales, looking back at the cliffs where the fort was supposed to be. "Or get out of here, or do something. We definitely can't stay here … what do we do?" She asks Stormfly, glancing up at her dragon.

The nadder squawks, titling her head to look back at her. She motions towards the cliffs with one wing.

"Yea, you're right." (Was it weird that she totally got that?) "We should get moving—"

Both Astrid and Stormfly hear it at the same time: a faint, yet still distinct, high-pitched noise.

The girls both look at each other. "What is that?" Astrid voices, suddenly wishing that she'd not thrown Hiccup's knife into the ocean.

"AGHHHHH!" The sound quickly turns into a distinctive yell, one that Astrid (thankfully) doesn't recognise.

She spins around, watching the forest for someone coming their way.

"WHOAAAAA!" A man in a thick fur outfit comes sliding down the side of the steep hill, head first and on his back. Astrid jumps out of the way more out of surprise than fear, watching the man skid right past and over the edge of the small cliff, using it like a ramp to backflop into the water. He lands with a surprisingly satisfying plunk and disappears beneath the surface.

"What the Hel…" She peers over the side of the ledge, preparing herself to fight this man in case he tries to climb back up. He must have been one of the trappers Hiccup had been taking about before he was… expelled. At least this meant that Hiccup had found the fort.

A second later the man resurfaces, his face flushed and eyes red. He doesn't even look their way, instead turns to face the open water and swim away as fast as he could, panting with the effort and maybe even crying a little bit.

What…

From somewhere above them, Astrid hears the familiar sound of Toothless' plasma blast. Following that is the expected sound of something blowing up and a number of men yelling profanities and at each other. There's another blast, and then another, and Astrid starts to smell smoke.

With this new development, she looks back over at her dragon. "I guess it's time to get back up there, then." She says, grabbing the saddle strap and (with a little help from Stormfly) hoists herself back up on the saddle. It's still slightly slick with water and Astrid readjusts her grip on the saddle, although she has no fears of falling off, this time.

Stormfly extends and bats her wings a few times before taking off. The two fly skywards, gaining a good amount of height before stopping to hover out over the water.

The fog has cleared over the ridges where a massive fire is raging across a number of small buildings. Now able to clearly see the fort, Astrid notices how cleverly it had been built: instead of one big structure it was a group of many, all haphazardly stacked on the side of the hill with a number of low-lying platforms. Using the fog, they had been pretty much invisible. If the inhabitants hadn't attacked, they probably would still have their fort in one piece.

But now, it was falling apart. Slowly the fire was eating away at the bases of the platforms, causing them to collapse and drop the buildings down the side of the cliff. Wait… where was Hiccup?

Stormfly begins to turn, and Astrid tears her eyes away from the collapsing fort in the new direction they were moving. Hiccup and Toothless are casually making their way over, stopping to hover next to them.

"It's too bad, that was a really cool fort." Hiccup says coolly, glancing her way. He does a double take. "What happened to you?" He asks, nodding towards her.

Astrid looks down at her damp clothing. She looks up and smiles sheepishly. "We got hit by a net and fell into the water."

He looks alarmed. "What? Are you okay? We must have been a thousand feet in the air, how did you survive a drop like that?"

Astrid looks down at her dragon, smiling. "Do I sense _doubt _in your voice?"

"No, I mean—you just said you fell a thousand feet!"

She grins at him, motioning in the direction of the Berk smugly. "Can we go back, now?"

His expression turns wry. "Oh, yea. Just one more thing I should do," He says, reaching for his belt and pulling out a short cylindrical piece of metal. It didn't look like anything Astrid recognised, but knowing Hiccup it was probably something unfortunate.

"You guys go on ahead, we'll catch up." He says, floating past Astrid back towards the devastated fort. Astrid and Stormfly stay put, watching curiously as Toothless glides over the hillside and Hiccup drops the mystery object into the wreckage.

Toothless swoops around and begins to fly their way again. As the four set off together back towards Berk, Astrid looks over at Hiccup. "What was that thing?" She asks.

"A canister of hideous zippleback venom. I usually use it as an add-on for my sword but it has multiple purposes." He says.

"What? But the fort is one fire, that gas…?"

"Oh, it'll blow the fort sky-high. And if that won't be enough to ward off scavengers again, I don't know what will!" He says a little too gleefully.

Astrid glances over her shoulder, watching the burning fort as they retreat. Nothing seems to be happening. "Are you sure—"

The fort suddenly implodes, the hillside erupting into a massive cloud of flames that shoots high in the air. Fiery debris shoot in all directions like a volcano, splattering against giant ice wall but doing it minimal damage in respect to its size.

Astrid watches the explosion with wide eyes as they fly farther away from the heated cloud. The inferno on Outcast Island wasn't nearly as small, but this one just felt different.

"Were there any people left in there?" Astrid asks, still shifted in her seat to watch the hillside. She probably already knew the answer, but she felt the need to ask. Just to know exactly what she had been a part of.

"I let them go," Hiccup says gruffly, and Astrid turns back to look at him, a bit shocked, but he's not facing her way.

"You let them go?" She says questioningly. That didn't sound like something Hiccup would do. "But—"

"I just needed the fort gone." Hiccup says with a tone of finality, and Astrid drops it. If Hiccup had it in his mind to spare lives, well… she wasn't going to question it.

.

.

.

When they arrive at Berk, it only makes sense for the pair to head back to the cove to recoup in peace. Stormfly lands the moment they arrive—the poor thing is clearly tuckered out from such a full, action-packed morning. For just a baby she had done so well, and as Astrid climbs down she runs a hand along her dragon's side.

"You were fantastic," She says warmly. "I'm so proud of you."

Stormfly hums in response before bending over in what was probably the deadly nadder equivalent of sitting. She folds up her wings, clearly ready for a nap.

Hiccup circles the cove once on Toothless before coming to a clean landing next to Stormfly. He's saying something to Toothless that she can't make out before he goes to unhook himself from the saddle. He looks a little bit flushed, which is an odd colour from his usual pale complexion.

"Did you get a sunburn or something?" Astrid asks him.

He looks her way, his eyes slightly unfocused. He smiles sheepishly. "Yea, something like that."

His response is delivered oddly. "Oh, uh, I could go get something for that. We've got—"

Hiccup falls, sliding off his dragon and into the grass on the opposite side of Toothless as Astrid was.

Astrid is shocked, not entirely sure what he was doing. "Hiccup!" She yells, running around Toothless to where Hiccup was, his features scrunched up in what was inarguably pain. He holds his hands to his side, groaning quietly.

Toothless stands up, looking over at Hiccup with startled eyes. He raises his head to Astrid inquiringly and she can see the deep concern in the dragon's wide gaze.

Astrid falls on her knees next to him. From years of battling fatally against dragons, Astrid knew this expression, this situation, very well. It was that of an idiot Viking who thought he could just absorb the pain and digest it like a meal rather than treat it.

"You were stabbed!" She screeches, fury then terror then concern taking over one after another and confusing her tone. She wants to hit him, but she decides it might not be the best decision for his health at the moment.

"Let me see," She says, gently holding his hands and moving them away from his side. There's a clear puncture in the leather weaving of his armour, the fringes stained a dark crimson while everything beyond that looks just as horrible. There's a small amount of blood leaking out, although thankfully not nearly as much as there should have been for a wound this fresh. But it was definitely enough blood and a steady enough pace for Astrid to worry he was losing too much.

How long had he been hiding this from her? How much more blood had he lost? _How _had she not noticed?

She had about a thousand other question to ask him, but now was not the best time. She had to get this stitched up and covered before it became any worse.

"We have to get you to the village. Can you stand?" She asks, dropping his hands and kneeling to prepare herself to help him up.

"I can't go the village." He says with a surprising amount of control.

"You know, I don't really care about your stupid war right now. If you don't go get help, then you're going to die with a wound like that! Even if the blood loss doesn't kill you, an infection will!"

"I'd rather die than get caught," He says grumpily, glaring up at her like a toddler told playtime was over. His eyebrows mesh together and his eyes squeeze shut again as Astrid is sure the pain hits him again.

"Too bad! I'm not going to let you die, so now I'm going to help you up, and we're going to go to the village and get help!" She says angrily. If she wasn't concerned she'd make it worse, she would have put him in a fireman's carry already.

"Astrid…" He manages a half-smile. "With the kind of lifestyle I live, this was sure to… happen at some point." He pauses and his face contorts again.

"No! NO!" Astrid feels the back of her eyes prick, but she doesn't dare cry. He's not dead yet, not even close, and he won't be at least for a while, if she had anything to say about it. "Honestly, Hiccup, you're so stupid sometimes!"

Astrid begins unravelling the leather string from around her cuff, tossing it on the ground. She slips the cuff off and turns it inside out.

"I'm serious, Astrid." Hiccup warns.

"So am I!" She says firmly, pressing the furry side of the cuff against his would to try to stop some of the bleeding. It wasn't the most absorbent of fabrics, but it would be enough to block some of the escaping blood. She picks up the leather string, and quickly but carefully starts winding it around his torso to hold the cuff in place.

"What kind of dragon master are you, anyway?" She grumbles as she works. "You want to help dragons and get rid of all the Vikings and all that crap, and then on the first hit you go down. I thought you told me you got stronger, but this seems pretty weak to me!"

"I can't do any of that stuff if I get caught," Hiccup rasps, frowning at her. "They'd probably kill me anyway."

"I won't let them," Astrid growls.

"You won't have a say. If… if you really want to help me, go get whatever you need to fix this and come back here. I can…" He exhales loudly. "…tough it out."

"No way, anything can happen while I'm gone!"

"Toothless will protect me," He argues.

"I don't mean that," She says, finally finishing with the leather, tying it in a knot on his other hip.

"I don't believe it, is Astrid Hofferson actually showing signs of _concern_?" He says, although his teasing tone is weak.

"Shut up and raise your head," She says, not paying mind to his comment.

He doesn't move. "I can't go there."

"Stop being such a child! I won't let you get caught!" She says, lifting his head herself so she can loop an arm around his shoulders. She raises him into a sitting position and he doesn't fight her, although she has to wonder if maybe that's because he really can't now.

He puts a hand on her other arm. His grip is weak.

"How?"

"Don't worry about it!"

"I'm inclined to."

Astrid growls again, glaring at him. "You can't let yourself die, Hiccup. If you die…" She struggles to think of the right words. How could she express everything he meant to her?

"If you die, then I won't be able to kill you! I promised you I would, and I can't kill you while you're injured, it wouldn't be honourable! So you have to let me help you, I promise I won't let you get caught!"

That seems to shut him up. His expression is soft as he looks at her, his eyes full of meaning. "Okay, fine… just stop yelling."

"Shut up!" She yells. "If you weren't injured, I would have beat you up by now!" Maybe she was being a little bit harsh, but he was being a lot a bit stupid. How could he even _suggest _that he was willing to die over something so petty? Besides the fact that he hadn't told her he'd been hurt, it angered her that he would suggest giving up so easily. Not to mention he wasn't even considering how it would affect her. She had come to care for him, and if he were gone, she'd be all alone again.

Carefully she helps him to his feet, allowing him to lean heavily against her. But it isn't anything she can't handle as she readjusts her arm to go under his opposite shoulder.

Toothless pokes his head in Hiccup's direction, his eyes looking at Hiccup with nothing short of worry. His stare seems to mean something to Hiccup, and he reaches out his free hand and touched the scales on top of the dragon's head.

"It's okay, Bud. It's not like the last time, Astrid's going to fix me up." He mumbles.

…The last time?

Astrid adds another question dated for a later time. "We'll take Stormfly out of here, and then walk the rest of the way. I'll get you in and out without being spotted. Just trust me, okay?"

Hiccup shakes his head. "She can't carry the both of us, and she's exhausted. Toothless can take us."

Astrid glances over at the aforementioned dragon hesitantly. He's still watching Hiccup, head bowed meekly. Astrid doesn't have a problem with Toothless, but… she doesn't think she'd be able to manage the complex system to maneuver the tail.

But Hiccup was right, and he didn't have time to wait…

"It's really not that hard, I'll help you." Hiccup says reassuringly.

Astrid swallows hard. "Okay… let's go."


	15. The Boy Bleeds

**A/N: Hello, my wonderful and patient readers! It's been... a while... University is a you-know-what. I worked on this chapter foreverrr but it never seemed to truly end. There's a nice non-cliffie at the end, there, just to make everyone happy. Thankfully I only have one month left, and then I will have aaaaaallllll the free time in the world to work on this story. **

**I'm getting excited, guys... this chapter marks what I would like to call 'the beginning of the end'. _But Breelin_, you may ask, _where's the Hiccstrid!?_ Excellent question. I'm not close to done, worry not, but the events of this chapter begin the chain of events that will, eventually, set up the climax. Keep your eyes peeled from here on out-information here may (will) play an important part in chapters to come. **

**Onward!**

* * *

><p>Hiccup was supposed to be giving her instructions on how to fly Toothless.<p>

It was easy, he said.

He would help her, he said.

He was fine, he said.

And as much as she hated to admit it, Hiccup was right about the ease of the controls—until he _passed out_.

Astrid finds herself focusing on the steps to operating Toothless' tail, so much so that she nearly forgets about Hiccup's arms wrapped weakly around her waist. His chin rests on her shoulder, whispering instructions to her if needed and groaning every so often to remind her that even if he wasn't exactly kicking, at least he was still alive.

(And Astrid couldn't believe she was here, doing this, with him. Not just helping, but attempting to save the life of Berk's worst enemy while simultaneously maneuvering the archipelago's most notoriously destructive dragon.

Both of which, by the way, would be completely out of commission if she just left them alone, which was a good step below what any good Berkian would do.

If there was ever an opportunity for her to get _more _mutinous, this had to be it. And now she was taking the both of them straight to Berk…)

Hiccup's grip slackens, an almost indiscernible difference to his already faint hold, and in her fury of trying _not _to crash them into the trees below, Astrid barely notices until he's about to slip right off behind her.

Cursing, Astrid frees a hand from Toothless' reigns to roughly grab one of the leather loops on Hiccup's armour. Then she remembers why they were doing all of this in the first place, and curses her lack of forethought. This kind of manhandling couldn't be anything good for his condition, even if it couldn't be helped.

She glances down at her makeshift bandage. It looks intact, but crimson blood frays the edges of the fur; the cuff wasn't stopping much and she'd probably just irritated the wound again when she'd yanked him a minute ago.

But gods, she'd told him over and over not to close his eyes. She knew it, he knew it, it was the fundamental law of treating any wounded person: If they fall asleep before treatment, there's a fair chance they're never going to wake up again. If they pass out…

Astrid looks up at his face, notices the colour. He's pale, even paler than usual and a striking difference compared to the redness he'd been a few minutes ago. He's still leaning half-off his dragon, secured just by her hand in a sturdy leather loop.

It was emergency landing time. From this angle… she couldn't even tell if he was still breathing, a reality she really didn't want to have to think about. It would be just like that bastard to die in an attempt to get the last word.

"Okay, Toothless…" Astrid says, turning as best she can to right Hiccup. His body falls heavily against her back, but it's not a weight she can't handle. "We have to go down!"

The dragon doesn't protest, thankfully, and with at least a partial view of the terrain ahead as she stays focused on keeping Hiccup upright, they begin to descend. Astrid wasn't exactly sure _how _to land—just getting in the air had its own challenges, and she figured that Hiccup would explain the 'landing' part when it came time to actually do it. But Toothless is on top of the situation, and while Astrid puts the tail in what she figures is a neutral position, he manages to glide them towards the ground.

They slide in easily between the trees, and a moment later the trio have landed somewhat gently on the ground. Astrid already has a leg over before they even make contact.

"Hiccup," Astrid growls, shifting in a way to shake him.

He doesn't respond (as if it would be that easy) and she hops off of Toothless. Holding Hiccup steady, she manages to lie him flat, using Toothless as a cot of some sorts. The dragon doesn't move, getting the idea.

"Hiccup," Astrid says again, weakly, panicked as she gets a better look at his face. He looked downright deathly, and his skin feels incredibly clammy as Astrid feels her hand along his neck.

Pulse, pulse, come on, pulse.

In her panic, she doesn't notice it right away. But she feels his breathing against her wrist, and a part of her stomach unclenches with relief.

She… oh gods, what had she done? Realization hits her as her mind clears of panic. She'd been so concerned with making sure that he was alright, they'd stopped moving. Every second they lost waiting was another second something could go horribly wrong. Even now, if she had discovered he wasn't alright, what could she have done?

Sighing heavily, Astrid lets her hands fall to her sides. How could she have let this happen? How could she have allowed her common sense to get clouded?

_This is what happens when you care about someone._

That's…. no excuse.

She feels herself sinking, against her better judgement. Her knees let her fall and she hits the ground harder than expected, legs tucked under her as she leans back against Toothless roughly.

And she still didn't even have a plan. She promised Hiccup she wouldn't let him get caught… but what was she going to do? How could she sneak him into the village without getting spotted by anyone?

She couldn't give up; it wasn't in her nature. If Hiccup could sneak into an Outcast Stronghold without getting caught, then… wait…

"I need a distraction…" Astrid mumbles, her hands planting themselves on either side of herself. If she could get the eyes of Berk off the streets and onto something else… she could get into the village.

Toothless makes a chittering noise. Astrid glances at the dragon, mulling it over.

…No, she can't use Toothless as bait. (A downed dragon is a dead dragon, after all).

If not Toothless, then what? Astrid wishes for a second that Hiccup could wake up long enough to use his dragon whispering magic and whip up something big, scary and distraction-y.

Toothless begins to vibrate as he continues making that same noise. She's about to shoot him another questioning look when the dragon raises his head to the sky and all-out roars. It's loud enough to make the leaves on the trees quiver, and Astrid to cover her ears.

Reinvigorated, Astrid jumps to her feet. Had he lost his mind? That last thing they needed was for the village to divide up its ranks and come looking for them! A downed dragon, a traitor and an unconscious man did not make for a good getaway. She's about to tell him off when the sun suddenly disappears. The forest is thrust into darkness, and Astrid blinks a couple times to adjust her sight. Instinctually she looks up—and she freezes in near disbelief.

A dragon—a _massive _dragon—soars overhead. From this distance she could only guess it was some kind of timberjack—but it's wingspan must be double what a normal timberjack's might, and its body thinner and longer. It makes a fait screaming noise and continues its way overhead, and with the disappearance of its shadow comes the sun again.

Astrid is stuck in shock. Where did something _that big _even come from? How could it have been hiding on Berk the entire time, and no one have found it?

She didn't really have time to consider. This might be her perfect opportunity to—

The sun flashes out again, and she gapes and looks upwards as _another _of those mysterious dragons glides overhead. What…?

It's then she sees the rest of them.

The only thing she can think of is the word _swarm. _Zipplebacks, nightmares, thunderdrums, terrors, even a scauldron… and so many more than she doesn't recognize, or has ever seen in the book of dragons.

So many.

_Too many._

The villagers of Berk were simply outnumbered, ten to one. This many dragons couldn't be stopped, couldn't even be countered. This many dragons… where did they come from? If they were here to attack, Berk was doomed. But if there was any one person with the ability to command dragons…

And so many things fell into place at that moment. Hiccup wasn't a dragon master, he may work well with dragons but he never had the ability to control them like she thought, like Berk did.

"It's you…?" Astrid asks, looking over at Toothless with wide eyes. It would only make more sense, a dragon being able to control other dragons. Maybe it was a nightfury thing, one more fact that Vikings had never been able to find out about Berk's most mysterious dragon.

Toothless watches her intelligently. He makes a groaning noise, motioning his head towards the village.

_Don't look so dumbstruck, Astrid. Close your mouth and let's get going, _it says.

Astrid looks up as the crowds of dragons continue to pass overhead. This was it, this was her distraction. Toothless has given them the opportunity to move into the village while everyone else was looking elsewhere.

"Right," Astrid nods. She climbs back over Toothless, this time behind Hiccup, easing him into a sitting position with her arms holding him steady to her chest.

Toothless begins moving—quickly but steadily—through the forest. By the time they still have little more than a hundred metres before the treeline of the woods, Astrid can already hear the villagers: People yelling, scrabbling, grabbing weapons. Children are probably being ushered inside, adults gearing themselves to battle stations. As far as they knew, this was the certain Ragnarok that Hiccup had warned about (albeit a little bit late).

Up in the sky, the dragons gather. They don't attack, just circle overhead of Berk. They do exactly what Astrid needs them to do. As long as they stay here, Berk would stay out of her way.

When they reach the treeline, Astrid quickly climbs down. This is as far as she'll allow Toothless to go, for his safety and for the sake of their stealth. A nightfury in broad daylight doesn't exactly have the same effect that it does at night.

Hiccup, thankfully, doesn't look much worse for wear as she gets another good look at his face. Stable… probably isn't the best word, but it fills Astrid with enough hope to not consider the alternatives and keep moving. As she wraps each of her arms around his shoulders, she realizes she's probably going to have to drag him through the streets like this. It wouldn't be fast, but… it would work.

"Toothless, I need you to stay here," Astrid says as the dragon ducks down to help her pull Hiccup down gently. He must have been thinking the same thing, because once he's lay down in the grass he doesn't get back up again.

"I don't need a lot of time," She says as she begins to pull Hiccup away, walking backwards as she supports most of his weight from under his arms. The heels of his boots drag in the dirt, but it's about as good as she will be able to do.

Toothless groans and shakes his head, like he knows exactly what he's doing already and Astrid should be the one trying to catch up with the plan.

Smart dragon.

"I'll be back tomorrow, I promise!" Is the last thing she can say before Toothless is no longer visible from amongst the trees, and Astrid and her downed colleague are faced with an open, grassy field in broad daylight. If anyone were to be around…

She doesn't have time to dwell on the idea. She has to move forward, take as direct a path she can, and hope that no one was where they shouldn't be. The village has gone quiet, but that isn't a bad thing. It means that everybody is ready, waiting. If you're smart, your eyes are on the sky and nowhere else.

The streets are deserted, exactly as they should be, and aside from the sounds of Hiccup's boots on the gravel the pair of them make no sound at all. Astrid makes her way through the town, ducking from building to building, fueled by adrenaline and… something she recognizes as fear.

Fear. She was afraid. Not of the village, not really. They would never hurt her, but… if Hiccup got caught, she didn't know what they would do. Berk didn't have a prison, nor was it the kind of village that would be building one any time soon. But it also wasn't the kind of village that would... execute people, was it?

Astrid has always thought the answer to that question was no. But hearing the way Stoick talked about Hiccup, now she wasn't quite sure what the chief had in mind.

Looking over her shoulder, Astrid can see it: her house. In was in a more densely packed area of the village, but it was also far away from where anyone should be. Whereas most dragon attacks would have people swarming in this area to defend the buildings, the village's only priority in this situation was to stop Hiccup, meaning the plan was to stay on high ground in large groups near the catapults.

They continue to move forward.

If someone had noticed Astrid pulling a body along the streets, they probably would have confronted her. As long as no one—

"Astrid!"

She hears them yell her name before she sees them. Panicked, she stops her tread and looks around, frantically searching all directions. Was someone watching her from a window? Was someone out of the place they were supposed to be? Who was—

"Astrid!" She recognises the voice, feels her stomach curl at his insubordination… Gustav.

"Astrid, hey, Astrid!" He's running at her, coming from the direction she once came. Gustav has his sword clutched in one hand, Blaze trailing behind him with his spear. Those idiots, they weren't supposed to be anywhere near here. They weren't even supposed to be outside!

Astrid doesn't know what to do. She can't make it to the house, not fast enough to evade the boys. And she can't yell at them, because they won't listen to her. Maybe a combination…?

As an afterthought, she tips Hiccup's head forward so his chin rests on his chest. At least this way his bangs will cover some of his face.

"Gustav, Blaze, go inside!" She yells, hobbling her way to the house as quickly as she can. "Do you not see the sky; we're about to be attacked!"

"We're here to help!" Blaze calls back.

"This isn't a time to screwing around! This is serious, we can't afford for you two to get in the way of the plan!" Fifty metres…

"We won't, we promise!" Gustav yells back, and fifty metres is just too much, because a second later the boys are standing but a few away from her. They stop just short as their eyes fall on the body Astrid is holding between her arms.

Their eyes go wide. "Astrid… what…" Blaze begins.

"What happened?" Gustav finishes, staring at the top of Hiccup's head with a mixture of curiosity and mild horror.

"We… it…" The alarms are going off in Astrid's head, and she can barely formulate a sentence as her brain screams over and over: _Lie, lie, lie, lie, lie, lie, lie, lie!_

"Is he dead?!" Blaze wails.

"No!" Astrid says, unfurling one first to hold a sympathetic palm towards the two boys. "He's just injured… and you two need to go to where you're supposed to be!"

"Can we help? Do you need help?"

"I need you guys to go home!" Astrid continues moving backwards, annoyed to the point she's nearly forgotten the situation. Maybe if she pretends she's not freaking out, the boys will leave her alone…

They continue to follow her. "Was it the dragons? Did the dragons do this?"

"Uh, yea."

Forty metres.

"Who is it? Is it someone we know?" Gustav asks, reaching his free hand forward towards Hiccup.

If Hiccup hadn't weighed so much, Astrid would have jerked him away with enough force to probably send him flying. But he does weigh that much, and she can barely move him out of the way, and before she can slap his hand away Gustav has his fingers on Hiccup's chin and is raising the rider's face upwards.

She's not entirely sure, but in that moment Astrid considers the idea she might be having a heart attack. This… well, this was the end of the road.

But the boys don't react the way she at all expects them to at all. Instead they just look puzzled as they study Hiccup's face.

Gustav looks at Blaze. "Do you know who this is?"

Blaze's eyebrows pull together. "Never seen him before." He looks up at Astrid. "This guy a trader or something?"

They didn't… recognize him?

…It was completely possible the boys hadn't gotten a proper look when Hiccup had announced himself to Berk weeks ago, but did they really not remember? Well, they had been little the last time Hiccup was seen on Berk—and the rider definitely had matured into another face, but…

Roll with it, Astrid, roll with it.

"This isn't the time, you guys!" She all but screams at them in normal fashion, this time pulling Hiccup away enough for Gustav to let his head drop. (The less they looked, the better).

Blaze rubs his chin. "No, that face does seem a bit familiar. He a logger or something?"

"Too skinny. Maybe a fisherman?"

"Ah, yea! I think I've seen him hanging around with Tuffnut!"

Thirty metres.

The boys jog to catch up with her. Astrid grits her teeth, but doesn't stop moving.

"Astrid, you sure we can't help?"

"You can help by being where you're supposed to!"

"Well, the dragons haven't _technically _attacked yet— "

"Boys, now!" She adds a tone of authority, and that seems to at least garner their attention.

Gustav frowns. "Fine, whatever. But we could have helped!"

The duo turns around, hopefully to go to where they're supposed to be, when Astrid remembers something.

"Wait!" She calls after them, but doesn't stop moving in the direction of the house.

The boys turn around eagerly. "Did you change your mind?" Blaze asks hopefully.

"No, I just… I need you guys not to tell anyone about this!"

They share a glance. "Why?"

"Because…" _Lie, lie, lie, lie, lie, lie lie! _"Because we were on a mission handed down by the chief, and nobody is supposed to know, including you guys. It has to be a secret, otherwise—" She couldn't believe she was saying this. "—Hiccup might find out, and then we won't be able to stop him."

The boys share another glance, this one undeniably mischievous.

"Really?" Gustav asks.

"Yes…" Astrid grinds out. "You guys have to keep this a secret, too, otherwise he might find out."

"Awesome!" The two boys high five. "We're spies!"

"That's not exactly— "

"Super spies!" Gustav corrects.

"Boys— "

"Cool!" They hit their weapons against the other's.

"Get out of here!" Astrid barks, and the two boys grin at her.

"That's no way to talk to your partners!" Gustav laughs as the pair of them head back in the direction they came.

If Hiccup's life weren't on the line, Astrid probably would have fallen to her knees at the thought of what she'd just done. With the devil. Twin devils. Oh gods…

All that mattered right now was that they ate her lies, and that (even thought it was a problem that they had seen Hiccup's face) it wasn't an _immediate _problem. Hopefully by the time Gustav and Blaze got tired of being 'spies', Astrid and Hiccup would be long gone from Berk.

If the clock wasn't ticking before, it sure as Hel was now.

Then they reach the front steps of Astrid's house, and with three quick heaves and a little shimmying to get the door open, they're finally inside. They did it. She made it. And Hiccup… She holds a hand over his mouth. Still breathing, so not dead yet. Now…

It takes a little bit of effort to get him up the stairs, and a lot longer than she would have hoped. Astrid's arms are aching from the strain, and she tries to lay him on the bed as gently as possible even though her arms are screaming at her to drop him like a hot rock.

She starts by gathering the things she needs, stuff that's thankfully always kept in her room for these kinds of situations. A needle, salve, proper bandages. When that's all ready to begins on the wound, slowly pulling the leather string apart and peeling the fur cuff from Hiccup's side.

Blood runs out, but nothing unmanageable. For him to have made it this far, it must not have been as deep as she initially thought. But for her to treat it properly, the armour has to go.

Astrid's hands go the straps around Hiccup's middle, but freeze before they can do anything else.

Oh.

She's never… She hasn't…

A small, girlish part of her is delaying. The only person she's ever taken clothes off of before is herself, and even though this is life or death… it feels oddly intimate.

But then the feeling passes and she undoes one of the straps, then the other. The middle of the leather mesh is stitched together, so she pulls out her knife and gently pulls out the threads. (Who knew Hiccup really was so handy at making outfits?)

Astrid peels back the leather, readies her knife and cuts through the fabric of his shirt, careful not to disturb the wound as she tries to pull it away. Her eyes immediately go to the dark red hole in his side, but for a second they linger elsewhere as she notices a mark on his side.

She's tempted to stare at it, noticing how it curves around his back. But there isn't any more time, so she sets it out of her mind and sets to work.

.

.
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Astrid did everything that needed to get done, in her usual efficient and soldier-like timing. She takes care of Hiccup, stitches him up. She cleans up after herself, _very _carefully. She goes downstairs, grabs extra water, blankets, and makes sure she hasn't left any incriminating evidence on the first floor. Obviously, her parents could never know she was harbouring a criminal in their loft space.

After that, after all of that was done… it was all about waiting. Waiting for her parents to come home, waiting for someone to come look for her… waiting for Hiccup to wake up.

She knew he was going to wake up. She'd done everything according to the book, and there had been no surprises along the way… so why wouldn't he? It's only been a couple hours, but for some reason Astrid is getting increasingly nervous.

Although she should be sitting next to him, with him, Astrid finds herself sitting on the floor, leaning against the back wall. She can't see his face from this angle, only his side, and she glances his way before looking back down at the floor. She wraps her arms around her knees, tucking into a ball.

Why didn't he just tell her that he'd been hurt? Why did they have to go through all of this—it all could have gone so differently if he'd just told her. Why would he do this to her, to himself?

When someone inevitably comes looking for her, she doesn't hide. But she doesn't give anyone the chance to come up to the loft, not Snoutlout when he first found her, or her parents when they came home later. She decides that the best excuse she could come up with was to (uncharacteristically) have been taking a nap in the middle of the day, and having slept through the entire thing. It was an ill-conceived excuse on paper, but combined with Astrid's stellar acting skill and credibility, neither questioned it.

They have dinner, business and usual, and her parents tell her about the dragons, and how brave the chief was, and how there was probably going to be some kind of meeting to talk strategy since the dragons didn't attack. (Astrid would probably have to go to that meeting).

She does her best not to glance at the staircase. (How was Hiccup doing?). But apparently her frustration was not well-hidden, because her father notices.

"Astrid, don't be upset." He says with the kind of minimal eye contact that made you wonder how he ever picked up on anything (besides food). "Everyone knows you know better than anyone what is expected of you, and how hard you work. The work you do for the village is invaluable, no one will mind this little hiccup."

Astrid looks over at him, hoping the surprise doesn't show on her face. It wasn't all too shocking that her father had noticed her expression, although he'd never had a prayer of really understanding why. But it dawns on her all too suddenly that she hadn't once thought about the village, and what they would think of her. All she could think about was Hiccup—the villagers hadn't even crossed her mind.

Maybe it wouldn't have bothered her because she knew they were never in any real danger, but… it didn't matter the commotion or panic she'd caused, because all that mattered was making sure Hiccup was okay.

She'd said she'd fight for Berk, for its inhabitants. She always thought she would, it was why she'd engaged Hiccup in the first place. But now it was all backwards… and it startled her to realize she didn't particularly care that her morals were mixed up.

Astrid goes along with her dad, pretends to be bothered so her parents could reassure her. And she pretends that what they say is helping her. But when given the opportunity, she races back upstairs, telling her parents she wants to be alone.

And for the first time since they'd arrived, Astrid sits at his bedside and holds his hand.

.
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Astrid doesn't sleep, at least not that much. She's nervous, not much because her parents made it a habit of coming upstairs to check on her, but because any other person in the Hofferson household had the ability to climb the stairs, and if they did Astrid had to be ready to block and deter. Her house was probably the safest place on Berk for Hiccup to be right now—and it was still a dangerous situation.

When it gets late—really late—she can't help it anymore and dozes off by the stairs. But she falls asleep on high alert, and as a product of that, an unusual creak in the floorboards wakes her up again.

There's nobody coming up the stairs, and in the next instant Astrid looks over at the bed and sees the outline of Hiccup in the darkness, struggling to sit up.

Considering all the warm and fuzzy thoughts Astrid had of Hiccup just a few hours ago, her reaction is rather hostile. "What are you doing?" She hisses at him, rocking onto her feet and scurrying over to the bed.

She can't see much in the dark, but when she gets close enough she can make out the contours of Hiccup's face as he looks up at her. He freezes. "I'm… getting up." His voice is strained. "Where's my shirt?"

"Hiccup, you were stabbed and you passed out. Like Hel you're getting up!" She whispers, grabbing his shoulders and (gently) pushing him back. He looks annoyed but doesn't fight her.

"You need to rest." She says firmly.

He leans his head against the headboard. "I can't stay here. Your parents are right downstairs."

"It's not a discussion. I got you this far, didn't I? Have some faith."

"It's not that I don't believe in you, but I can handle it. It's nothing I haven't dealt with before."

By this time Astrid's eyes have adjusted to the dark, and she can see his eyes go wide as he cranes his head forward and looks up in her direction. His expression is vulnerable as he searches her face.

He doesn't say a word, but he wants to know if she'd seen. Seen the long, jagged scars that lined his side, and upon further inspection, slid into smooth skin on his opposite collarbone. If Astrid had money to bet, she'd say that they probably connected over his back. Of course, she saw; it was impossible not to notice.

Instead she looks away, over her shoulder where there's a lamp sitting on the table. She walks over, lights it, exhaling as the light pools a drowsy dim over the room. She doesn't turn around, unsure if he would be comfortable with her seeing him in the light.

"I noticed." Astrid says finally.

"Astrid—" But his sentence is cut short as he begins to cough aggressively. Astrid spins around at the noise, unable to keep her back to him. She feels her breath catch when his hand flies to his side.

"Ugh, I think I pulled a stitch." He groans, dropping his head back on the pillow as he grits his teeth.

"Hiccup, hold still!" Astrid whispers, rushing across the room to him again. She pulls the blanket back, exposing his chest, and sees blood quickly staining the bandages that covered his side.

"Don't move, I'll be right back." Astrid gets down and reaches under the bed to where she'd replaced her first aid kit. She places it on the bed, then grabs the stool from the corner and drags it over to the bedside. Sitting down, she opens the kit and begins pulling out supplies.

Carefully, she cuts away at the bandages and starts dabbing at the bleeding wound with a clean cloth. She works in silence, completely focused on clearing the area when she feels his eyes on her. She glances up at him quickly before looking back down at his side.

"You don't have to tell me about them if you don't want to." She says, addressing the question in his eyes.

"I know."

"So then stop acting like you've somehow offended me."

He doesn't say anything, and Astrid takes a moment to ask a somewhat-burning question. "So are you going to tell me why you didn't bother to tell me you were hurt until after you were unable to sit up?"

He continues to be silent. Astrid dips a finger into her jar of salve, dropping the paste on Hiccup's wound.

He hisses, the salve surely stinging. "My gods, Astrid, you trying to torture me for information?"

"Just a happy coincidence, but I could if you want."

He sighs, running a hand over his face. "I did something stupid."

"I think that was fairly obvious."

He chuckles softly, then winces as it affects his side. "No, I mean, after I found the trapper fort, I thought… I did something uncharacteristic."

She looks over at him briefly. "Like?"

"I thought… I dunno, after all the spiels you've had about other people, I thought for a second I could… reason with them, I guess. Maybe not to get them to stop trapping, people aren't _that _good, but at least to leave peacefully enough so I wouldn't have to kill them."

Astrid screws the lid back on the jar, placing it back in the box and shuffling through it to find her needle. She stops when she catches Hiccup staring at her, raising her face in his direction.

"I let my guard down," His face is flushed with anger. "and one of them _stabbed _me. Didn't get a very good shot in, but it was enough to give them time to escape. I let some of them get away after they tried to hurt you…" He reaches out, raises a hand slowly enough that she doesn't flinch when two of his fingers press lightly against her cheek.

(Astrid's heartbeat flutters a bit. _A bit_.)

"Why didn't you just tell me what happened?" She asks softly.

"Because I didn't want you to know. I made a mistake, I thought I could try something different, and it completely backfired on me. I've been hurt before, and I was able to handle it by myself."

She doesn't want to, she really doesn't, but his excuse (although better than what she expected) was less than acceptable, she has to be angry with him. Chancing his life on account of pride wasn't something she would let him get away with unscathed. So she pulls her face away from his hand, leaning back and continuing to search through her supplies box.

"That's no excuse, Hiccup. You can't deal with things like this on your own, and Toothless needs you to be healthy."

He drops his hand, his expression a little glum. (Good).

Astrid finds her needle and is busy looping it when he speaks again. "Remember when I kidnapped you with Stormfly and took you to that island?" He asks quietly.

"Yea. Screaming death island, I remember." She says, focused on getting the thread in the hole.

"It may have seemed like a lie at the time, but it wasn't. The screaming death is a really real dragon, and more dangerous than any dragon I've ever encountered. Even the red death can be controlled—but the screaming death obeys no one."

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because I tried to take the screaming death, and it nearly killed me. It ripped right through my armour, scarred me. If Toothless hadn't gotten me to safety, it _would _have killed me."

So that's… that explains the scarring on Hiccup's side. Although there were few secrets between them, Astrid was surprised that he was telling her this. It was so personal.

"I took care of myself." He continues. "It wasn't pretty, but I made it on my own, Astrid."

With the needle threaded, Astrid prepares to prick it into his flesh. Her hand is paused as the point touches his skin. "But you're not on your own anymore, Hiccup. You have me now. And when other people are relying on you, you can't be reckless like that."

He opens his mouth to say something, but Astrid pushes the needle in, and his mouth clamps shut as another hiss whistles between his teeth. "I didn't… think of that." He growls through the pain.

"I know," Astrid says, cutting the thread after tying a knot. "But after I found out of Toothless—the first time, I mean—I thought of us as friends. And I… the thought of losing you, Hiccup, I don't…" She's not sure how to finish the sentence, and not entirely sure how to keep talking without him noticing her chin is shaking, so she lowers her head, dabs at his would a few more times to clean it off, and starts wrapping the bandage over the new stitches.

The emotions come rushing back, everything she'd grappled with just earlier that day when she was so worried that Hiccup might die before she could even try to help him. The thought of him gone… she didn't even know how to handle it.

He's not saying anything, which worries her slightly. In no few words, she had said some pretty personal stuff. She was expecting a little more of a reaction, but doesn't comment, slightly embarrassed.

"So how'd you get me here, anyway? I was sure you were just going to turn me in." His change in direction stings a little, but Astrid immediately lets it go. All of these feeling she has… they were her own, and she shouldn't expect anything from him in return.

"A thank you would be nice." She says grudgingly, half forcing a small smile as she tosses the rest of the bandages back in the box.

He grins at her. "Thank you, Astrid, master of disguise."

"You can thank me by never doing that again."

"Well, I'm going to try and make a habit of _not _getting stabbed."

"Hiccup…" she says warningly.

"Okay, okay, I promise. You'll be the first to know the next time I need medical expertise."

"Good." Satisfied, Astrid slides her first aid kit back under the bed. She sits up straight on her stool. "Well, I've got a couple more hours until daybreak, so I'm going to get some more sleep."

She stands, but isn't able to take more than a step when Hiccup stops her. "Where are you going?" He asks.

She looks over at him, disgruntled. "By the stairs, that way I can make sure no one comes up without having to get by me."

"Won't your parents think it's a bit weird that you're sleeping by the stairs rather than on your bed?"

She didn't think of that. "I'll find a spot close to there, then."

"Don't be stupid, this is your bed. I'll sleep on the floor."

"Now you're being stupid. You're not sleeping on the floor, you're hurt."

"Astrid…"

"Hiccup." She sighs. "You need to let someone else take care of you. You need to accept that, from now on… you're not going to be alone."

He stares at her, face blank. She can't tell what he's thinking, or if her words mean anything to him. Then, the corner of his mouth turns up in a smile. "Alright." He nods.

"Good." Astrid says, marching over to the lamp and putting it out. The room of submersed in the darkness of night once again, and Astrid finds a nice, comfortable looking wall to sit against. She folds her arms over her chest and closes her eyes.

"Thank you for saving me, Astrid." Hiccups says in the darkness. "Seriously… thank you."

"You're welcome." Astrid replies.


	16. The Girl Must Choose

**A/N: Hello again, people of the interweb! I feel like I just have to say this again, because my mind is so blown-thank you everyone for your incredible support of this story! I didn't expect to get even half the response I've gotten. Thank you all so much, I love reading your reviews!**

**So there's a few things in this chapter that I feel I should give some history on, since I try to be as canon-compliant as possible. If anyone ever watched the show, they did a whole episode on dragon traps (Zippleback Down). (It was a twin-centric episode, really funny for those of you who haven't seen it). So the dragon traps are canon, but I completely made up how the roper works, I just inferred from how they deactivate it. Also, as the name may suggest, it has a rope instead of a chain. But I figured that didn't make any sense, since a dragon could easily burn up the rope... or burn up the actual roper unit... design flaws... so I tried to improve it as best I could. **

**Also, glowworms are from the books, not sure why they never made it into anything else since they're incredibly useful. The wiki classifies them as nanodragons, how cute.**

**Onward!**

* * *

><p>"That's it, I'm done. I've officially gone stir crazy. I demand to be put down like the house cat that I've become." Astrid looks up from her book to see Hiccup lying spread eagled on the floor, eyes closed. She could have confused him as being asleep had he not had a massive grin on his face.<p>

"Don't be silly, Hiccup. Being a housecat would mean that you had some semblance of agility or cuddliness. You're more like a house turtle."

"Gee, I feel better now." He sits up, stretching his arms above his head as he goes. It was a slow, cautious stretch—not nearly the range that Hiccup had on a normal day—and it reminds Astrid of why she has kept him cooped up in the house for the past couple weeks as he mended.

"You know you're not even close to completely healed. When I say you're ready, you can leave."

He sighs but doesn't stop smiling, and Astrid suspects her concern for his well-being is much more appreciated that he's letting on. Although he's been behaving relatively the same for the past few weeks, this is the first time Astrid can remember where Hiccup is satisfied with doing nothing. Even when they were kids, he was always on the move, but she couldn't recall a time when he'd been so cooperative in staying inside for days on end.

Climbing to his feet, Hiccup comes to sit down on the bed next to her. He puts an arm around her, his chin resting on her shoulder as he glances down at the page of her book.

This kind of thing was new, too. Touching her, more often than before. They'd grown comfortable with each other in the past weeks—as came with living with someone in the close quarters that was Astrid's room. It was as if Hiccup were trying to make up for all the time he'd spent alone by contacting another human being as much as possible.

On a regular day Astrid brought him books, changed the bandages on his side. Hiccup rearranged things around the house while everyone was out for the day—not enough to make it seem someone had been there, but just enough to send the Hofferson family into a tizzy about misplaced items and forgetfulness.

Considering he was an alien resident, the entire set up worked quite well. But more and more, Astrid could see it in his eyes: the need to get out, to adventure again. They both knew he wasn't meant to be domesticated, no matter how much he was trying to follow her rules.

"But it's so boring here." He whines playfully. "And I appreciate you taking time to fly Toothless, but we've never been apart for this long. He must think I'm dead!"

Astrid looks over at him, immediately notices their proximity, and turns back to ta face her book. Too close, way too close. "He doesn't think you're dead."

"How do you know?"

"Do you think I'd still be here if he thought you were dead and I was lying?"

Hiccup only groans in response, burying his face in her shoulder. "Please, Astrid?" His voice is muffled by her armour. "You even said yourself I've been really good, I'll be there and back before you know it."

Astrid sighs, folding her book closed and turning her head in his direction. He may be begging like a child, but Hiccup was an adult enough—she should trust him if he thinks he's ready to go flying again. If she has to be honest, he was ready enough for some lax flying on his own. But…

"I promise it'll be sometime soon." She says.

"That doesn't sound very difinitive."

Smiling, Astrid stands and puts her book on the bedside table. She makes an effort to spend time with him, just so he wouldn't be so lonely, but she really did have to get to work. Grabbing her axe from its usual spot, she points it at Hiccup right before she heads down the stairs. "I'll take a look at your side tonight, and we'll see."

"I'll be here!" Hiccup faux salutes her, grinning widely.

With that reassurance, Astrid clambers down the stairs. It's late morning, and her parents have already left for their jobs. She should get a move on, too, but… She isn't looking forward to today. She didn't want to tell Hiccup because it would only upset him, but today was the final day of dragon training. Rebuilding the arena started two weeks ago, and today Gothi was going to choose which trainee would get to, as tradition dictates, kill their first dragon in front of all of Berk. Stoick was determined not to let Hiccup get in the way of Berk's traditions, and had made sure that this day would happen.

Astrid just hopes she'll be able to keep Hiccup inside long enough not to find out. If he knew they were still going to go forward with killing a dragon in the arena, well… he might not react favourably.

But thinking back on it, she would have saved herself so much grief had she not been so preoccupied with keeping Hiccup oblivious as to miss the creak of the wooden pane as the rider jumps out of the upstairs window.
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When she arrives, the arena is packed with people, but not on the sidelines like they're supposed to be. The centre is crowded with Vikings, doing what, exactly, Astrid can't make out. Her trainees stand by the gate, huddled together with weapons in hand and wide eyes. They knew better than anyone that this was not supposed to be happening on their big graduation day.

"What's going on?" Astrid asks Gustav, who looks up at her worriedly.

"No idea. They were here before us, and no one will tell us anything." He frowns at the crowd. "Are the trials going to be cancelled, Astrid?" He asks.

"Hm. Not if I have something to say about it." Astrid says, moving past her students and into the arena. Like Hel she'd allow the trials to be postponed, not when Hiccup was already begging to get out. He may be acting passively towards her, but Astrid knows he won't stay docile, especially if he finds out about the trials. He still believes he is that evil person, and he won't hesitate if he feels like the arena dragons are under threat.

Marching into the crowd, the other Vikings see her coming and part ways out of natural respect for the master of the arena. Halfway towards the front she notices that the door to the zippleback's cage is strewn wide open, and there's no dragon in sight. Something is really wrong for nobody to be up in arms about an escaped dragon.

Astrid reaches the front, to where everybody is looking, and as soon as she does she stops cold. The zippleback isn't missing, like she thought. It was lying on the ground, belly up, clearly dead. Her hand flies to her mouth. The dragon didn't look wounded, its scales unblemished, but then…

"How did this happen?" Astrid demands, her voice a little more hysterical than it ought to be as she turns to the nearest person.

They look scared, raising their hands in the air as if Astrid had just accused them of murder.

Just then, a commotion starts at the back as Stoick and Spitelout arrive, the latter toting a wheel barrow of weapons.

"Stoick!" Astrid calls out, pushing back through the crowd to get to the chief. Somebody here has to have an explanation, and the chief was going to give her one.

Spitelout continues to push the wheelbarrow towards the others as Stoick stops to talk to her. "What happened to my dragon?" Astrid asks, the anger evident in her voice.

The chief shakes his head. "Gobber came to check on them this morning, and he found the zippleback already dead. Its gums turned black; looks like it may have been fed changewing poison."

"Poisoned?" Astrid echoes. "Why would someone poison it?"

"I can't be sure. I think maybe with the near attacks and sightings someone must be frustrated that Hiccup isn't coming, thought to take it out on what Hiccup holds most dear."

"So they think it's okay to go around poisoning my dragons?!" Astrid says, clearly furious. It was infuriating to think there was someone on the island that thought they needed to make a _statement _in this way. "Wait, what about the gronckle?"

"The gronckle's fine, but nothing can be helped now. We'll dispose of the body today, tomorrow we can have the trials."

"Did Gobber check that it wasn't sick, too?" She asks urgently.

Stoick puts his hand on Astrid's shoulder, looking down at her with concern. "Astrid, you need to calm down. The gronckle isn't sick, I made sure of it myself. I may not want the dragons around, but our enemies—" (Stoick's new way of saying 'Hiccup') "—do, and from what I've seen they care about the dragons enough to keep postponing attacks. I'm not going to allow anything to happen to that Gronckle. Spitelout is going to set up a twenty-four-hour guard to prevent this from happening again."

Astrid blinks once. She wasn't sure if she liked the idea of someone watching the gronckle, or if that was just a massive overstep to the problem of people going rogue under the chief's orders. "Are you sure that's a good idea?"

"Absolutely. It'll keep the gronckle protected, and keep watch on the arena just in case our enemies arrive."

Ah. So _that's _what this is about.

"Now, go explain to the kids and I'll deal with the clean up here." Stoick says, dropping his hand and nodding towards the huddle of teenagers still standing by the gate.

"Okay, thanks." Astrid begins to walk past, but stops as an immediate issue presents itself to this new plan. With only one dragon left…

"Wait, Stoick." She pauses as he turns around. "I didn't let the kids practise with the zippleback because we were supposed to use it for the winner to kill, but they've already trained with the gronckle, and they're going to fight it again tomorrow. What are we supposed to use for the winner's fight?"

Stoick doesn't hesitate in answering, which makes his response extra-creepy. "A nightfury."

Astrid feels her mouth go dry. "A nightfury? But… we don't have one of those."

"We'll get one soon enough. The children can wait until then." Stoick says, and as if that were the end of the conversation, he walks off towards the crowd surrounding the zippleback.

Stoick wants to put the winner of dragon training in the ring with a _nightfury_? Besides the fact that a nightfury would completely dismantle any one of her trainees, what he said had some pretty heavy implications. He still has plans to capture Hiccup, and he's confident that they would be successful.

Unsure on how to process all this, Astrid wanders back to her students to explain the situation.
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After talking to the trainees, Astrid decides the only thing left to do is go home. If she really wanted to she could stay behind to help with the dragon carcass, but that kind of disposal didn't… sit well with her. Dragons were so large, even before she'd developed a new outlook on them it was pretty hard to watch a body disposal go down. Now, knowing what she knew, the thought of being around for something like that was nearly unimaginable. The poor zippleback…

Besides, Hiccup really wasn't kidding when he compared himself to a housecat—the poor guy is trapped inside her house all day, forced to lay around and nap. He'd probably be happy for some company.

She just has to convince him to stay inside for one more day. Tomorrow the final test of dragon training would commence, Gothi would pick a champion, and then Stoick would be trapped in the eternal waiting game for his nightfury. Hiccup wouldn't get caught, especially with (and she hated thinking about it like this) her as an inside man preventing this.

Stoick's convoluted plan actually helps her a lot, since Astrid has been struggling for the past few days on what she would do about the kill ring. It felt immoral to stand around and let a dragon get killed just so she wouldn't give up her position. Hiccup wouldn't stand for it, and neither should she.

This whole 'double agent' thing… it was getting harder and harder to balance. She was starting to wonder if she even _could _continue to balance it.

This big plan that she'd been cooking up in the past few weeks—the one that would show Vikings that dragons weren't at all what they thought—it was really ready to go at any moment. Astrid just had to find that moment, and she'd wondered for a while if it would be cliché to do it on the same day Hiccup did. Now, it didn't seem like there was any rush… which made picking the opportune date and time all the much harder.

Arriving home, Astrid climbs the stairs to the front porch. Her parents aren't home at this time of the day, and the main floor is empty. She's about to call out to Hiccup when someone begins frantically knocking on the door.

Sighing to herself, she turns back around and opens the door. Ruffnut stands on the other side, hands on hips, flanked on both sides by Snoutlout and Fishlegs.

Astrid raises an eyebrow. "What's going on, here?"

Ruffnut looks over at Snoutlout. "Why don't you tell her?"

The Viking under scrutiny pouts. "Why me?"

"Because it's your fault we're here!"

"Guys!" Astrid raises her hands, stopping the impending argument. "Just tell me."

"Tuffnut's in trouble!" Fishlegs squeaks as Snoutlout and Ruffnut continue to glare at each other.

"What kind of trouble?" She asks hesitantly.

"Er," Fishlegs looks suddenly uncomfortable. "He got caught… in a dragon trap."

"He what?!" Astrid's outburst causes her three friends to cringe back. "How did he get caught in a dragon trap? Oh gods, what kind of trap?"

"Nothing too serious, he's all in one piece! It was just a roper." He says the last part quietly, as if his tone wouldn't send Astrid into a panic.

(A roper—considered second deadliest only to the snapper, witch clamps down hard enough on a dragon to cut off an appendage—was a cannon-like trap that, when activated, shot a chain with a weight on the end meant to wrap around a dragon's neck ideally. It would reel them in, and if the dragon struggled against the chain it would continue to reel, tightening the hold until the dragon either subsided or suffocated to death. It was _not _a trap to joke around with.)

"How did Tuffnut get caught in a roper? Why didn't anyone get him out?!"

"It was an accident; he wasn't paying attention!" Snoutlout says defensively. "None of us know how to deactivate dragon traps, if we messed around with it we were afraid he would get hurt!"

"I—" Astrid nods. She knew how to deactivate all of the dragon traps Berk had, it was part of her job. "Okay, take me there I'll get him out." She steps outside, shutting the door behind her. Hiccup would have to wait just a little bit longer; this took precedent.
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Fishlegs leads the way through the woods, the rest of the group following closely behind him. As long as Tuff didn't struggle, he would be fine. But that didn't mean any of them felt like there wasn't a rush. Tuff was prone to trouble, he could just as easily put himself into danger trying to chase after a butterfly.

As they walk, Astrid begins to notice something. Fishlegs, Snoutlout and Ruffnut—they were armed… and not the everyday kind. Snoutlout has his hammer, Ruffnut has her mace on her belt. Even Fishlegs has a couple of knives on him. These aren't the kinds of things you'd be carrying around for a leisurely walk in the woods, it was the kind of stuff you carry around if you are going to fight. She would bet that Tuffnut has a weapon on him, too.

"What were you guys doing out here, anyway?" She asks as they walk.

Snoutlout and Ruffnut share a rather nervous glance. Astrid notices. "Guys, what were you doing in the woods?" She asks again, testier this time.

"Dragon hunting." Snoutlout says at the exact same time Fishlegs says something about enjoying nature.

Astrid glowers that them. "You guys are carrying weapons and came to me instead of Gobber." She lists off. "What are you hiding?"

Ruffnut looks over at her indecisively, but after a moment's staring gives in. "We've been… looking for Hiccup."

Astrid looks at them incredulously. "What?" She splutters.

"You may have given up on the idea," Fishlegs says. "But there's a reason no one's seen him, even though we know he's here. He used to go into the woods all the time, we figured he might be coming here for something. It makes sense, Astrid."

"We didn't tell you because we knew you wouldn't be happy about it." Ruffnut says. "You got so defensive the last time."

"You guys have been out in the woods during your free time, hunting for Hiccup?" Astrid feels like she needs to hear it again. Was everybody on the island coming up with plans to catch Hiccup? This was getting crazy… this was getting Tuffnut caught in life-threatening traps and getting the arena dragons killed. This was putting Hiccup, Toothless and Stormfly in danger, when so many people were looking out for the dragon rider.

"I knew she wouldn't approve." Snoutlout says, rolling his eyes. "At least we're trying _something, _Astrid. There's a reason he's not showing, and we're going to find it."

This… this was getting insane. She had to diffuse this. "Maybe he's not coming back, guys. Have you even found anything?" She says.

"Well, we don't know what we're looking for, exactly." Fishlegs says. "But Hiccup is smart, he tricked us before and he's probably doing it again."

Ruffnut nods. "He's manic, even you can see that. Once you go off the deep end, there's no going back. We have to try to stop him even if you don't want us to, we have to do what's right and protect the village."

"I…" Astrid doesn't know what to say. Hiccup could be redeemed; she just knew it. But if she let him go out flying again, and he ran into the group, would he really exercise restraint?

She swallows her anxiety. "You guys should have told me. What if something happened; no one else would know where you went."

"I know you said he was strong, but he can't be strong enough to take all of us out." Snoutlout snorts.

"He has a nightfury." Astrid counters.

He shrugs, pounding the head of his hammer into his opposite palm. "I've killed dragons before. If Hiccup can get close to one, then so can I. I could do it better, even."

"It's not exactly—"

"Tuffnut!" Ruffnut interrupts as the group comes into sight of the missing Viking and the dragon trap. Just like they had said, Tuffnut is stuck in the roper. He's leaning against the contraption that shot the weight, the chains wrapped loosely around his torso and once around his neck. He's standing very still, but his expression is strained and his hands are balled up, and it's not hard to see why.

There's someone else standing right next to the trap, just outside the limits the chain would allow Tuff to move before they tightened. He's got his foot sticking underneath the cannon, and in one hand, a sword.

Astrid doesn't know how to react. If she had something in her hands, she either would have dropped it or thrown it at that moment.

"Hiccup?" Fishlegs says cautiously, staring at the boy standing next to the trap.

"Put the sword down." Ruffnut growls. "Don't you dare hurt him."

Hiccup doesn't drop his arm, or the sword. "You guys got here at a really awkward time." He says it almost sheepishly, as if it didn't look like he was about to decapitate Tuff and instead they'd interrupted him while he was on his way to the bathroom.

His eyes are deliberately avoiding hers. He already knows—if he got out of this alive, she was so going to kill him for disobeying her.

"Put the sword down." Ruff repeats.

Hiccup frowns. "I have to cut the chain to get him out, or did you want him to die?" He says, motioning with his free hand at the chains as if it wasn't obvious enough.

(Gods, why did he have to be so damn cocky? It was half the problem!)

"You don't have to talk like I'm not here." Tuff grumbles quietly. "It's rude to use a pronoun when the person is standing right in front of you."

"We don't trust you, put the sword down and back off!" Snoutlout yells. He takes a deliberate step forward in an attempt to be daunting.

Hiccup sighs animatedly, not scared in the least. "Okay, you guys, I know you're intimidated or trying to be intimidating or whatever, but I already pulled out the latch key. So if I take my foot off the activation line now—" He acts suddenly, turning the sword downwards in a smooth arc and shattering the chain with the side of the blade. Not a second is wasted as Hiccup takes off running in the opposite direction.

"After him!" Snoutlout yells, raising his weapon and following behind Hiccup at top speeds. Fishlegs follows suit, scrambling after Snoutlout.

Astrid turns and runs after Fishlegs. Her mind is reeling to make sense of the situation, to at least come up with some kind of plan, but there's too much to decide. It was like the gods had finally decided her time was up, and they wanted her to make a decision _now. _

Hiccup is injured, and even if he was fast enough to outrun Snoutlout before, he wasn't now. If he didn't want to tear his wound, he may not be fast enough to outrun any of them. But Astrid also knew he would rip open his side before he'd let himself get caught, which could very well kill him...too.

(There was really no good way for this to end).

Fishlegs isn't but a few paces ahead of her, and Snoutlout a few before that. From over Snoutlout's shoulder she can see Hiccup running, and then he jumps and… disappears.

Snoutlout comes to an abrupt stop, and when they catch up Astrid can see why: a hole in the ground, wide, man-made. No, but it wasn't just a hole, she realizes as she leans over the side, a single side bled into darkness.

"A tunnel?" Astrid thinks aloud.

"There were always rumours that there were tunnels that run under Berk." Fishlegs says breathlessly.

Snoutlout clearly doesn't think about it. "I don't care; I'm going to catch him!" He jumps into the hole and disappears into the tunnel.

"He's right." Fishlegs says and jumps in after him.

Astrid can hear the sound of the twins running in the woods to catch up. Sighing to herself, she leaps into the hole and into the tunnel after them.

It's dark, obviously. She's just a few metres inside and already the sunlight from the outside can't reach far enough to light the inside. The tunnel gets wider, cavernous, which only accentuates the darkness. She keeps moving forward, cautiously, running a hand along the wall so as not to get lost.

"Snoutlout? Fishlegs?" Astrid calls out, hoping he haven't gotten that far ahead. There's no response as her exclamation echoes along the tunnel, and she continues to walk forward quickly. The floor is made up of clay and mud—the same stuff that had covered Tuffnut when he'd fallen in that hole, she notes—and her boots make a squishing noise that make the darkness feel eerie.

Then, up ahead, Astrid sees light—tiny, faintly glowing pinpricks. Moving towards them, the tunnel fills with a dim light and the closer she gets the farther ahead she can see. Looking up, it's as if there are tiny suns planted in the ground and the walls. Out of curiosity she reaches out and touches one—it feels smooth, and a second later, she nearly yelps when the little light squirms out of the dirt, poking a tiny head in her direction.

It was like a small worm, but a second later the worm wiggles out of the dirt completely, tiny wings fluttering to life as the little… thing flies over to Astrid, landing on her shoulder. The short flight couldn't have been more than a hundred centimetres, but it looked absolutely pooped already.

Glowing… worm… dragons?

That was new.

Careful not to step on any of them, Astrid begins to move faster through the tunnel. Up ahead she hears the sound of scuffling echoing back to her. Then Snoutlout yelling something incoherent. She rounds a corner and walks into a large cavity, a room twice as wide as the tunnel. Astrid is suddenly surrounded by a feeling of dampness; water pools in cracks in the rocky floor, dripping down from the stalactites above. The glowing worms are stuck in the walls, filling the cavern with a warm light. There's an exit-esque looking thing directly ahead of her, and by the look of the three boys standing off in the near centre of the room, Hiccup didn't make it that far.

Before Astrid can say or do anything, Snoutlout jumps at Hiccup. He swings his hammer ferociously and Hiccup dodges, jumping back enough but falling over.

Hiccup groans, a hand going to his side. He wasn't in any condition to be fighting, a realization that was clearly evident on his face.

Snoutlout stands a few metres away, bouncing on his feet, obviously hesitant. He holds his hammer near his face in a defensive position. For all the smack he talked about stopping Hiccup, he was still nervous about facing off against the person who had beat Astrid Hofferson.

Hiccup laughs darkly, and Astrid knows he's being purposefully agitating. "I thought after all this time, Snoutlout, you'd have better aim. And Fishlegs," He looks over at Snoutlout's silent companion, grinning. "I thought you'd have more _guts._"

"It doesn't matter how evil you are," Fishlegs squeaks. "I won't fight a defenseless man! It's called honour, something you clearly know nothing about!"

Coughing once, Hiccup shakes his head. "Obviously not." He rolls to his feet, his hand going to the retractable sword on his belt. He pulls it out, unfurling it. "Which means I don't hold back." He says, lowering himself into a fighting stance.

"Enough!" Astrid yells loud enough to send her voice bouncing around the cavern. The three boys turn in her direction, Snoutlout and Fishlegs light up with a certain optimism while Hiccup just grits his teeth. He didn't want her to be here.

Stalking over to Snoutlout's side, she glares at Hiccup. "Are you _seriously _going to fight your friends?"

"They're not my friends." He growls. "They never were."

"It doesn't matter what we are, Astrid." Snoutlout snarls. "We have to stop Hiccup before he can hurt anyone else. We have to kill him now or die trying. There's not going to be chance like this again!"

"He's right, we have no choice." Fishlegs reasons. "Diplomacy is not an option."

Astrid ignores them. "You can't do this, Hiccup. You're not this person; you're not meant to do this."

Hiccup frowns deeply, exhaling heavily as he tried to catch his breath. "The Hiccup you used to know was weak. He couldn't stand up to you guys, and he couldn't stand up for what was right. If you had won on the last day of dragon training, like you were always meant to, I would never have done what I did. Things might be completely different. But I am _not_ him anymore, and I will not back down from defending what I believe in." He smiles again, and it's different from the kind of smile she's grown used to seeing in the past few weeks. It's chilling, sinister, and downright deranged. It looked like the smile of a true villain, the only kind of person that would be able to smile in a situation like this.

But… Astrid knew Hiccup was _not _this person. He pretended, continued to play this character that wasn't him. But he wasn't just lying to them, he was lying to himself. She'd seen it over and over again, the characteristics that still made him the person he always was. Hurting or even killing Snoutlout and Fishlegs would never allow him to see the truth he was hiding from.

"Neither will I!" Astrid says, and against Fishlegs' protest she crosses the space between the two sides and goes to stand in front of Hiccup. "I don't believe that you are what you say you are. I've seen too much to think otherwise. If you want to get to them, you're going to have to go through me." With one finger she scoops up the little glowing worm on her shoulder and drops it onto Hiccup's.

Hiccup stares at her blankly, not even looking at the worm. "Astrid, what are you doing?"

"Astrid, get away from him!" Snoutlout yells.

When Hiccup doesn't move, Astrid leans forward and grabs his hand holding the sword, angling it downwards so the tip pressed into her belly. Hiccup stares at her like she's lost her mind, his jaw set in anger.

Astrid looks at him determinedly. "You need to decide, right now: what do you believe in? Life or death?"

Although it seemed like a loaded choice to Astrid, Hiccup barely takes a moment's thought. He looks into her eyes, and within the second his sword retracts back into the hilt.

"I would never hurt you, Astrid." He says, his expression serious as he grabs her arms. "Don't… _do_ stuff like that."

"Then why me, but not them?" She asks defiantly.

"You're different. You know you're different."

She shakes her head. "I'm not, I'm just like them. And like it would hurt you to hurt me, it will hurt you to hurt them." She says softly.

"I'm sorry," Snoutlout bellows angrily, and the two turn to look at him. "Did I _miss _something? Astrid, what's going on?!"


End file.
